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Translator’s Note 


This is the first collection of short stories translated by me 
which is going to see the light of the day. I consider myself 
privileged that the author of these stories him-self placed so 
much confidence in me. Prof. Chandras ekhar Rath took the 
trouble of going through the manuscript and making valuable 
suggestions. There were times when he flew into a rage 
because I had digressed a bit from the text. At other times, he 
fell over himself to complement me. Atl throughout, there 
was a love-hate relationship between the author and the 
translator as long as the project was in progress. Several times 
I threw up my hands in despair and thought of chucking the 
whole thing. Everytime, Prof. Rath pulled me back from the 
brink. | am grateful to him in more ways than one. 

The characters in the stories turned out to be members of 
an extended family for me during the period when I was 
engaged in the translation work. In some measure, many of 
the characters still pop up now and then. There was a note of 
regret along with a sigh of relicf svhen the assignment came 
to an end. | would not mind going through the same experience 
yet again. 

It would be foolhardy on my part to make any comments 
about the stories or pick my favourites from out of the twenty 
five. A translator’s job is always difficult because of the fact 
that he has to be faithful to the text and yet translated version 
must sound as if it had been rendered originally. 1 will feel 
amply rewarded if the reader does not stop every so often to 
wonder what it is all about. 


Ashok K. Mohanty 
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Father Samuel 


No one assumes that kind of responsibility by simply relying on his 
own strength. How much strength does a man have to be able to 
pick up ten others and clasp them on to his bosom ? Who was he 
after all? 

The sun was coming up on the horizon that day as Father Samuel 
looked ahead after picking up the newborn babe lying near a tree and 
shivering in cold. He was returning from his morning walk at that 
time. There was a promise of plenty of light for the entire world at 
that time. Father Samuel was a dark-skinned man. He was an old 
man. A weak man too. He looked like a clean bird in his bright white 
outfit. 

With his feet rooted to the ground, he looked skyward. For some 
time he looked at the child making a sound like a small bird. His heart 
was filled with the assurance of the trees. The light of the skies 
dazzled in his eyes. He had been standing still on that road. He was 
thinking. Who was he after all ? Where was the strength in his limbs 
to take on loads like that ? 

On their own, his feet moved forward without his being aware 
of it. Morning birds of various kinds started chirping in the trees. 
The breeze started blowing. What else could Father Samue! have 
done other than picking up the child to his bosom. ? Could he 
have sidestepped and walked on as if he had not seen or understood 
anything ? Could he have left the child near that tree ? Where was 
such strength in his little heart to ignore the child like that ? So why 
had he picked it up from the ground ? To offer it to whom ? To the 
sun or to the skies ? 

But he entered his lonely, one-roomed hut very carefully. He 
pricked his ears. Hopefully, no one was around ! Time and again he 
was going near his small bed and was coming back. He was bent a 
little bit in the process of clasping on to his shawl made into a 
bundle. 

-It was terribly cold early in the morning in December... he was 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


10 Father Samuel and cther stories 


shivering at times. But he was not able to decide what to do and 
what not to do. He seemed confused. Finally, he placed that bundle 
on the bed somehow and stood there wringing his hands. A deep 
breath, shut inside him for a long time, escaped him. 

Father Samuel had never become a father—lv liad never Known 
the serious responsibilities associated with parenthood. But it was 
seen after some days that he had been guarding his house zealously 
like a mother hen sitting on its eggs. He had been looking inside and 
outside with anxious eyes. It was indeed a very difficult job to rear 
a child. But was he really rearing the child ? Rather, with every 
passing day, he felt that someone else had assumed his responsibilities. 

‘Father. I have goats which give milk. 1 can get you two cups of 
milk every day,” said Mary Kisko. 

Priscilla Singh came and neatly arranged a rack of clean clothes. 
She caressed the child and said, “Father, he is looking like my son 
Paul. | will come and bathe him every day... What are you calling 
him, Father ? Would there be any problem if we call him Paul ?° 

‘Father, permit me to put this shirt on Paul. This is a bit old. But 
it is in a very good condition. This is made with old wool. It will 
keep him very warm.’ 

Father Samuel had not forbidden anyone. On the other hand, he 
was amazed and wondered as to who had employed al! these people 
to come and share all the responsibilities. He himself was also one of 
them. Everything seemed to fall into place for Paul. For long periods, 
Father Samuel kept on staring oufside through that window. He 
seemed contented. Paul was shouting on the bed beating his hands 
and legs. 

... The word spread far and wide. Some of the elementary beliefs 
survived with the survival of Paul. Many believed that perhaps all 
those things that Father Samuel had preached throughout his life 
were true after all. People came on their own to ensure that nothing 
was amiss. They helped without being asked to do so. He was feeling 
gratified to see their attitude like flowers blooming on plants or the 
breeze blowing on its own. He had earlier only dreamt of this. It was 
as if the tree, laden with buds and flowers, greeted him after he had 
taken a lot of pains in rearing it for a long time. 

One day a contingent of respectable persons got down from a 
car. The padre of the church located two hundred miles away was 
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also among them. They came and looked at Paul. A lot of sweet 
murmurings could bg heard around Father Samuel. Someone said 
after that— 

‘Father, we are all proud of you because of this holy work. We 
have come here to make a request to you... We want to set up an 
institution here. An orphanage would be built on this large field. A 
charitable trust would bear all the expenses for construction of 
buildings, furniture, gardens, employees, etc. Daily expenses would 
also be taken care of. We only want that you should agree to run 
this institution.’ 

Father Samuel kept on staring. He was overwhelmed. 

“We have set up an ashram at our place with thirty children like 
Paul. All of them would move here. They'd bloom if they receivea 
your love and affection,’ someone else said. 

‘This is God’s work. He Himself would assume all the respon- 
sibilities only if you agree to run the place. He is everyone's father.’ 

Everyone said his piece and waited. Father Samuel! waited without 
saying anything. How could he assume such great responsibilities ? 
In what faith ? On the other hand, did he have the gumption to 
refuse such an-invitation ? Momentarily he looked skyward and then 
he lowered his head. He was looking like a clean bird in his white 
outfit. 

The padre of the large church said with his head lowered, ‘Let 
God’s will prevail.’ 

Three other people said in unison, ‘Amen !’ 

As they walked back towards their car in a row, Father Samuel 
stood there with his head lowered. The car turned around and went 
away. With his two weak feet placed on the ground, Father Samuel 
kept on looking at the field for a long time. 

... Thereafter a number of vehicles kept coming everyday. There 
were many kinds of sounds. Father Samuel néver had the inclination 
to find out about the charitable trust for which so many people toiled 
day and night. He had never answered the questions of his simple, 
poor neighbours. They worked at the construction site and the pro- 
posed garden. Every family looked brighter like old plants getting 
laden with flowers on receiving fresh water everyday. The children 
came to meet Father Samue! wearing new dresses. They pulled him 
by the hand towards the new building. 
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‘Father, this is the dining hall. Why the dining hall has to be so 
large ? ...This is the prayer hall. All these are sleeping quarters... 
that is the kitchen. Why are so many sleeping quarters needed, 
Father?” 

‘And this one,’ they were saying, ‘This is the living room of 
Father. There’d be two beds here. One is for Father. The other one 
is for Paul. Why, this is indeed wonderful !’ 

Father Samue! took a round with the children and then smiled at 
them. He did not say anything. The children were jumping and 
shouting happily around him. 

Mary Kisko’s son came in front and said, ‘Father, are children 
like us going to stay here ? Will they stay here in buildings ? Will they 
eat sitting on chairs ? Mother was saying that we cannot stay here. 
Why can’t we. Father ? Aren’t we children also ?’ 

Father had been staring at the face of Kisko’s son. The smile had 
gone out of his face. Suddenly he seemed to have become very old 
and very weak. 

Priscilla’s daughter had been able to understand many things. 
She loooked at Kisko’s son and said, ‘ We have parents ! The children 
who’d stay here have no parents.’- 

The child Kisko’s face shrank. His eyes were filled with tears. He 
could not understand anything. He asked, ‘Why don't they have 
parents, Father ?’ 

Father Samuel caressed his head. He pulled him near him, ‘They 
have, son. Everyone has parents. No one is an orphan here. You see 
here, doesn’t Paul have anyone ?’ 

‘He has, Father. Mother was saying that God Himself is Paul's 
Father.’ 

Father Samuel could not bear it. He knelt there on the field. Holding 
on to the five children tightly in his arms, he rested his cheek on the 
head of the Kisko-child. He stayed that way for some time with his 
eyes closed. The child’s head became wet with the tears rolling 
down from his eyes. Father Samuel was saying in a low voice, ‘He 
is the one who is the father of all of you. He is the one... Amen ! 
Amen !!’ 

The work was finished in six months time. The walls and doors 
were painted. The boundary wall was constructed and gates were 
fixed. Screens, bed sheets and pillows of the colours of the morning 
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sun, of new green leaves and of roses in full bloom were arranged. 
Tables and chairs were all shining. Some emperor was surely its 
owner. He'd come first to take charge of it. After that, he'd distribute 
everything as he pleased. No one dared touch anything. 

They were coming to meet Father Samuel regularly. They were 
expressing their gratitude. They were saying that everything became 
possible only because of him. They were saying that, in his presence, 
impossible things became possible. Far away from the city, in this 
ashram surrounded by forests, a number of children would grow up 
getting the honour to be called God’s children. Father Samuel would 
provide them with that honour. 

They said Father Samuel had the option of keeping five children 
of his own choice in the ashram. Father’s will was God’s will. From 
now onwards, he was in total charge. 

‘The month of December arrived. The children would arrive on 
the evening of the twenty fourth. There’d be a feast that night. They 
will start a new life there. Father Samuel will adopt them inside the 
boundary wall. 

After hearing everything, he told them one thing at the end, ‘Please 
permit me to live in my hut. The hut on this hillock is very ancient, 
even older than me. You won't have any problems if I lived there.’ 

They held a lot of discussions among themselves. Finally, one of 
them came and said in all humility, ‘Father, ve respect you greatly. 
Hence, we cannot go against your wish. We only think that the 
house constructed for you would remain empty. We have already 
made special arrangement for Paul.’ 

Father Samuel smiled slightly in his owvn simple way and said, 
‘Why do you think that it will remain empty ? Has anything remained 
empty until now ?’ 

They lowered their heads. 

Father said, ‘You want that this institution should run by the 
direction of the person staying in that house. | agree with you 
absolutely ! He will stay there.’ 

Lights came. Cars came. All of them arrived. Thirty children 
wearing uniform dresses and shoes got down from a bus. The five 
children of the village were waiting in similar new dresses. They 
were all brought and made to stand in front of the building. The 
padre of the large church prayed, ‘O Father ! We are all your children. 
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You are our shelter. You are our saviour ! 

Everybody looked very grave. The children looked sad. They 
looked scared. It was as if they’d been caught doing some mischief. 
Kisko’s son laughed suddenly. He ran towards Father Samuel. He 
pointed a finger at one of the boys and said, ‘Father, the buttons on 
his pant are open.’ That boy was embarrassed. Father Samuel 
knelt in front of him and hugged him. As he was buttoning the pant, 
Kisko said from behind his shoulder, ‘He does not have a mother, 
you know. She'd have fixed it if he had a mother.’ 

Suddenly Kisko felt lonely. He felt that everyone was staring at 
him. He became scared. He broke into a sob. Father hugged him 
with his other arm. He caressed both their heads and stood up. He 
patted everyone’s head. All of them surrounded him. 

The children understood everything intuitively. They expressed 
their happiness in unintelligible words when someone hugged them. 
There was no need for Father Samuel to say anything. Unspoken 
tales were told in his warm eyes and face, his smile, his gaze, his 
way of hugging and the touch of his warm palms. Everyone had 
been staring. He entered the house alongwith the children like a cat 
chaperoning her kitten. He made the children fearless. He made them 
normal. The children jumped, ran and shouted. Father Samuel kept 
staring at them happily with his hands crossed in front. Others stared 
at him. He was looking like a clean, rare bird made of butter. Paul 
was already one year old. He had just started to walk haltingly. 
Someone had put a doll made of wool in his hand. He was hitting 
Father Samuel on his knees with that doll and laughing. 

Father Samuel was perhaps standing overwhelmed at that time. 
What made him accept such a huge responsibility ? Was there enough 
strength in those limbs to pick up all these and take care of them ? 
Who was he after all ? 

Those people returned feeling very reassured. People had been 
employed to do all the chores. Gardener in the garden, cook in the 
kitchen. Other people were engaged to keep the place clean, to wash 
clothes, to make beds, to dress the kids. People were engaged to 
kecp accounts. All of them waited only for the direction of one man 
in everything. It became their only duty to carry out the slightest 
wish of Father Samuel. 

There were five beds in each room. Six beds had been laid in the 
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last room which was slightly bigger. Lots of open space. Toys and 
bouquets were kept arranged there. Seven sisters had taken charge 
of the seven rooms. Their job was to cover the children with blankets 
and sing lullabies or tell stories to them. The lights were switched 
off after Father Samuel made a round soundlessly. The sisters went 
away to their room. The entire place became silent. Father Samuel 
came near the gates very slowly with his head lowered. He smiled at 
the guard. He bade him good night and walked towards the hut on 
the hillock hid in darkness. He prayed there silently kneeling on the 
ground. Tears rolled down his eyes. He lowered the light of the 
lantern. He closed the doors. Then he passed out on that small bed 
like an exhausted bird. 

Father Samuel’s ashram. Like the fragrance of flowers in full 
bloom, its reputation spread far and wide. Many people came visiting. 
Numerous photographs were taken. One day a group of people arrived 
in a jeep. They did not bother to listen to any one. They moved 
around the ashram. They ignored everyone and shouted at people. 
The children were scared. They kept staring at them with fear in 
their eyes. 

Father Samuel came and stood before them. He said humbly. 
‘We take care of small children here. Could you please tell us if we 
can be of any service to you ?’ 

One of them strode ahead and glared at him. He said, ‘Are you 
that Father Samuel ? You’ve already done enough service—what 
more would you do ? You are conducting a farce here with a number 
of bastards. Why these bastards should live in such comfort here ? 
On the other hand, thousands of children living with their parents 
are dying everyday for want of food ! What is their fault ? Because 
they could not be born illegitimate—is that it ?’ 

Father Samuel could not look at the glaze of that fire. He was 
feeling suffocated in the hot air that was blowing. Still he said, * Would 
you please come with ime ? You are our guests. It is our duty to 
serve you.’ 

Another fellow rushed at him and said, * Aw, save your sycophancy. 
And save your service. All the rich people of the society will join 
together and sow wild oats. To cover that up, the children born in 
the process would be reared here in the name of God ? The amount 
spent here to keep one baby elephant in comfort could help nourish 
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a hundred naked and hungry children. Are they not the children of 
your God ? But how could that be ? God belongs to the riclr, the 
lascivious and the aristocratic people. Stop all this nonesense here ! 
Or else we will set fire to this place and burn everyone including 
these fat piglets.’ 

Father Samuel swayed for some time covering his face. Then he 
fell on his side like a felled tree. Those people looked around them 
and shouted a great deal more like rains of fire. Then they got in 
their jeep and roared away through the forests. 

Everyone ran towards Father Samuel. They urted him inside that 
empty room. The small children broke into wails there. The sisters 
sobbed. The other employees fanned him. The doctor came running 
when he was informed. 

After a while he recovered his sense. He was trembling like he 
had been hit by a bullet. The sisters were signalled to leave with the 
children. Through his eyes he indicated that everyone should get 
back to his work. Only the doctor and the accountant were left 
behind. 

Both of them asked in unison, ‘Who were those people, Father ? 
Why had they come ?° nA 

Father Samuel laughed drily at them. He said, ‘How do I know 
who those people were ? Am I able to confront them ?’° 

‘What were they saying, Father ?° 

‘Perhaps what they were saying was correct. But they do not 
have the right experience. They have no affection for anyone. They 
do not mean what they say. They themselves did not understand 
what they were saying.’ 

‘What shall we do, Father ?° 

‘Nothing—we will only pray for them.’ 

‘Can such wicked people be forgiven, Father ? Does prayer 
help them in any way ?° 

Father Samuel remained silent for a while and said, ‘Man cannot 
do any crime that cannot be forgiven by Him. Man is basically 
weak. Man can only commit crimes. He can only pray to be forgiven. 
All redemptions come through prayers.’ 

That day all of them prayed silently for a long time before lunch. 
Father Samuel had been sitting throughout that day on the ground in 
that empty house. 
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After some days the accountant found an opportune moment to 
inform Father Samuel, ‘Father, no money has arrived since the past 
two months. We are managing with whatever is left. What shall we 
do ? I am writing letters regularly. But there is no answer.’ 

Father looked at him uncomprehendingly for some time and 
smiled. That one sentence was resounding inside him, ‘Who are we 
after all—that we can shoulder this responsibility ?’ 

The same gentleman came another day happily near Father Samuel! 
and said, ‘Father, the answer has come. Help will be reaching very 
soon. We can manage till the end of November. But what is going to 
happen after that ?’ 

Father Samuel again looked at him and smiled. 

And things continued in this vein. The children drank milk and 
ate fruits. They had lunch at | P.M. and dinner at 8 P.M. sitting 
together. They had good dresses to wear. They were cared for day 
and night. Still Father Samuel maintained that no one could provide 
them with what they had never received in their lives. That is why 
he allowed the five children of the village to return to their homes at 
night and sleep near their mothers. He had provided many facilities 
to those mothers on behalf of the ashram. They came to the ashram 
and showered their love and affection on the other children of the 
ashram too. 

Christmas was approaching. Day after day passed in December. 
New dresses could not be stitched for the children. Managing every- 
day was proving to be difficult. Some expenses were cut here and 
there in a way that it could not be noticed by the children. That was 
likely to pull them through another fortnight. 

One day Father Samuel arrived with an armful of new dresses. 
They should have been hidden until X’mas. Everyone was surprised. 
Wherefrom did they come ? Where did Father get them from ? On 
enquiry, it was known that Father had withdrawn all his savings 
from the post office savings bank. 

All the employees had stopped eating one time during the day 
for the last three or four days—let the children not have any. want. 
During the daytime, Father Samuel was entering that empty room 
many times on unsteady legs. A clean, weak man like a bird. Many 
had tears in their eyes. No one could look at the children playing in 
the fields. No one could look at their unadorned, deep faith. 
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On the twenty second, Father Samuel left for the city after ensuring 
that the children were comfortable. The children had finished their 
lunch and were resting by the time he returned. Everyone came near 
Father on seeing him. The accountant said with his head lowered, 
‘Father, the stores have gone empty. Nothing is left for the evening. 
There is not even one paise with us to buy foodstuff.’ 

Father did not say anything. He simply extended a bundle of 
currency notes towards him. He smiled and entered inside the empty 
room. The accountant made calculations and said that they could 
manage on that for two days somehow. But nothing would be left 
for the Chirstmas night. 

But wherefrom Father Samuel! got so much of money ? ...The 
driver came and said that he had sold his land and cottage to some 
rich man. 

The bundle of notes seemed to weigh tons in the hands of the 
accountant. His hand went down. His head got lowered. No one 
could look up with a straight face. 

Everyone noticed that Father Samuel seemed to be a little bit 
absentminded in his conversation. But he was his usual self with the 
children—the same soft smile, the same affection and hugging. 

That day the children were playing in the sun. Father was standing 
amidst them. A child had come and grabbed him by the leg. A 
messenger came inside. He greeted Father and extended a letter to 
him. It was an invitation for dinner in the city that night. Arrangements 
had been made in honour of some distinguished guest. Only selected 
people had been invited. 

The children looked at the letter of invitation taking it from his 
hand. Paul came when Father was sitting and embraced him by 
putting his hands around his neck. He caressed Father on his cheek. 

One child said, ‘Father, who'd sit in our feast today if you go 
away ? We will accompany you to the dinner.’ 

Tonight was the last night for Father. That day was the first day 
of starving in the ashram. Father looked strangely at the child. 

He was advising all the adults throughout the day to remain happy. 
He was asking everyone to smile. But everyone had shrunk inside. It 
was cold that day—chitling cold ! 

Evening came. The children prayed in loud voices, ‘Oh God ! 
You are our only shelter. You are our saviour.’ That prayer seemed 
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very strange that day in the voices of the children. 

It was seven thirty. The sisters were feeling uneasy. It was time 
to clean the children before conducting them to the dining hall. What 
could they do ? There was nothing to eat that day. They had tears in 
their eyes. As on any other day, Father Samuel was sitting on a chair 
in the verandah. They looked at Father and started on their job. The 
cook laid the tables wearing his uniform. Rows of plates were 
arranged. He too had tears in his eyes. There was not even a grain of 
food with him to serve the children. 

The accountant came and stood near Father. The doctor was a 
young man. He came and stood too. The simple children would 
come:to sit around the tables with unshakeable faith... What was 
going to happen after that ? Did they deserve such a cruel joke ? 

Their faces were white. The lips were dry. They had been 
glancing at the clock. It was five minutes to eight. One of them 
could not take it any longer. He blurted out, ‘Father, what shall we 
do ?’ 

Father Samuel’s voice was steady, *‘We’Il do what we have done 
all along.’ There was a strange smile on his face. The clouds of the 
past two days had disappeared. His face was looking like the face 
of a child. 

Father stood up and moved towards the dining hall. Others walked 
behind him mechanically. The children had already occupied their 
seats. They were talking loudly among themselves. One was asking 
in a loud voice, ‘Sister, are we having a feast today ? Father was 
saying...! 

A shiver ran down everyone. The legs wobbled. 

The lights of a big van could be seen near the gates. The van 
came inside. A gentleman got down and came near Father Samuel. 
He greeted Father. 

‘Father, please forgive us. The dinner to which we had invited 
you has been cancelled. Our guest of honour did not turn up. The 
organisers have sent the dinner made for fifty people to you. We 
will be grateful if you consent to accept this.’ 

Father was standing just like that. Everyone was thunderstruck ! 
After that the dinner was served exactly at eight. Father Samuel 
prayed before dinner, ‘O Holy Father ! You are our only shelter ! 
You are our only saviour !’ 
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The children started chirping tike the morning birds. The feast 
was excellent ! No adult could hold his tears in check. At this time 
the postman came and handed over a telegram to Father. He handed 
it over to the accountant and walked outside. 

All the adults got together and read that telegram. It had been 
written, ‘Your account has been credited by one lakh rupees—the 
same old friend.’ ` 

Was there strength in those limbs to shoulder such responsibility ? 
Who were we after all ? 
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All the dreams 


Where was that athlete who could go through life playing all the 
way ? Where were so many games after all in this war-torn life ? 
Felu alias Falguni Dandapat however has lived only on the playground. 
Numerous deer kids hopped out of him when he beheld a level grassy 
field. He itched when he saw running tracks of lime dust. Flames 
leapt up inside him. He'd streak away like a deer to vanish in a flash. 
Judges looking like slightly inclined white bushes ahead of him; all 
the arrogant warriors of the world behind him; handclapping all over 
the sky ; endless cheers like the roar of the oceans ! At the ripe age 
of fifty two, Felu Dandapat came to a sudden stop on the streets of 
the marketplace with the shopping bag in his hand. His veins, arteries 
and muscles stood out. The hairs stood on their ends throughout his 
body. His chest heaved. For the fifty two thousandth time this dream 
got hold of him for some time. Everyone knew this stupid drill — 
teacher of the Kondhamal High School dressed in a half pant and 
torn shirt.- 

Whenever he found an occasion, Felu described how all those 
people conspired to deceive him. He was the flying horse in the 
school. There: was no mother’s son who could outrun him. But 
what was the end result ? That crafty, old games teacher removed 
Felu's name from the list by guile. He only sent that lifeless bullock 
to Delhi. Like a herd of goats, those bleating Oriyas packed their 
bags to set for home just the way they had left it. The excuse taken 
was that Felu did not study well, his father was not a high-ranking 
officer and so there was no government money available for him. 
Felu Dandapat had never been able to wipe this off his mind as if it 
had been scared on him with a hot iron. When the matter came up 
for discussion, he lashed out at that games teacher in all kinds of 
foul words. Smoke came out from the corner of his eyes when he 
maintained that his life came to nought because of that zombie. But 
what could be done ? —That seemed to have happened a long time 
in the past. The old Jambu Mishra had been dead since long. Felu 
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himself had become old. That Nikhil Behera, son of Rama Behera, 
who had gone to Delhi—he was now working as an officer. He is 
the same lifeless bullock even now. But everything remained hanging 
on the tip of his pen. Felu perhaps could not match him. Felu was 
only a drill master in Kondhamal High School. Fifty two years of 
age... But... 

That one old grudge was still burning in Felu’s mind like the eyes 
of a tiger. A number of emaciated, diseased, delicate kids had been 
making round of Delhi year after year. Those bull-like brats of 
Haryana and Punjab had been kneading the field for two days in a 
row. They had been running away with all the moulds of gold and 
silver. Falguni Dandapat was jumping into the air while grinding his 
teeth as he‘ threw the magazine in disgust. He was biting his own 
arm out of anger. But what was the way out ? Numerous Jambu 
Mishras had been waiting in the wings with noose and chopper in 
hand to cut the heads of the pakhiraajas. They’d pull the donkeys 
with loops around their necks. Who bothered if the eunuch clan 
which had developed the habit of losing everywhere with its tail 
between its legs lost yet again ? Our boy should somehow manage 
to make a round of Delhi at government expense. He was so delicate. 
Was he capable of running around ? But he had a lot of fascination to 
accompany the athletes to Delhi. Falguni Dandapat was furious. Some 
day perhaps he would disintegrate out of anger while grinding his 
teeth. He’d just die like that with his pupils dilated. What else could 
he do ? 

With a great deal of hope Felu selected one or two of the haggard, 
gaunt, half-naked children of the school. Protests could be heard 
from all corners, ‘Felu was going to run those hungry boys to their 
death. How could they study any more ? What was going to become 
of them ? Having run all his life, Felu himself has ended up as only a 
drill master !’ He let go of them. He stood looking at the empty 
playground, the hill beyond it and the floating clouds in the sky. 
Again the same old thing danced before his eyes—slightly inclined 
white bushes in front ! Handclappings all around the sky !! 

Dayasagar Babu was the drawing teacher—the only intimate friend 
of Felu. At times he made him sit near him when he drew or sculpted 
images. Felu only kept staring. How what had started out as a human 
shape ended up as a bird. How the picture seemed like flying away 
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anytime from the surface of the paper. Once Dayasagar Babu was 
creating an image in clay which was about to throw a spear. Felu 
started fidgeting inside him. He said, ‘Come on, it’s not like that. It’s 
not at all like that. Only chunks of clay on its body. The man is 
looking wooden and lifeless. Where is the lightning in him ? You fill 
it up with loads of lightning ! Polish it from the head to toe. Like an 
arrow. Lift it; make it fly! Make it even more lean and thin !!’ 

Dayasagar Babu kept on looking at Felu’s eyes and face. He said 
with a thin smile, ‘This is only clay ! Is it possible to do those things 
with this... ?” He threw a lump of clay on a wooden seat. The clay 
spread and stuck. He was contented and became quiet! With the 
same emotion Felu again talked of boundless might : 

‘I could run like a cheetah. I could fly over a hundred or two 
hundred metres in one breath. 1 wanted to represent India at Rome. 
There I’d have streaked over the hundred metres like a lightning in 
seven seconds. All hell would have broken loose on the earth. The 
tricolour would have flown high throughout the day. I'd never have 
made way for anyone. I'd have jumped forty feet in long jump like a 
bird. I'd have flown away crossing the spectators ! Go on, you 
scums! Measure the distance—all of three hundred metres ! My 
tricolour would have flown on top of everything the whole day. 
Everybody would have surrounded me. There’d have been offers 
galore ! I’d have said, ‘This record stands for a hundred years. You 
draw the map of my country on top of your five circles in the Olympic 
flag. | get my reward when you draw India’s map. I don’t need 
anything else ! I won’t even stay another moment in your country. I 
am on my way to my country straightaway. What had you thought? 
We’d hide our tails and move like dogs behind everyone for all time 
to come? I am my country. I had hid myself inside its hills, rivers 
and nooks. | have now emerged. All these weakling brothers of 
mine are only here to see the show. They just had come to wander 
around at government expense. Take care ! Don’t look down upon 
my country even for a day longer. Don’t-provoke me. I could defeat 
all of you taken together in any competition at any time !’ 

Felu Dandapart was a man possessed. He had broken out into a 
sweat. He was hopping around. He was punching the air. A bunch 
of lightning were running through his veins. The half pant and the 
dirty shirt would perhaps go up in flames. Dayasagar Babu had 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


24 Father Samue! and other stories 


witnessed this scene a number of times. His eyes had also turned 
dreamy. At times he could hear handclappings roaring throughout 
the sky ; he could see the tricolour flying with a flourish at a great 
height... After that the Headmaster sent message that Dayasagar 
Babu would stand guard for an hour in place of the mathematics 
teacher to ward off the cows from the school premises—the school 
inspector was expected to visit. He had to clear the premises of all 
the garbage. Falguni Dandapat ! ...And the dream goes up in flames 
in no time at all. After that there was neither any ash nor smoke !! 


That time new boys were being admitted to the school. Felu 
Dandapat had been looking them over from head to toe with hungry 
eyes. That boy—his calf muscles seemed very strong. But the body 
construction was all wrong. Almost a dwarf. Maybe he could do a 
bit of weightlifting. His father perhaps had lifted loads of wood and 
charcoal from top of the hills all his life. He had come to survive for 
some days at government expense. Then he’d go back to the same 
old hill. That other boy seemed very lean. But he was just a tall 
haggard; he had been drained out. He had no measurements from 
waist upward. No curves. No bends. Seemed to have a weak heart. 
His chest was not wide enough to hold plenty of breath. And that 
other one was the pampered son of the businessman. Fat, plump, a 
lump of mud. Forget it. As he drew back his face almost dejected, 
Felu stopped suddenly in his tracks. He was overwhelmed to see 
that couple of long, solidly built legs made out of black granite below 
the small khaki half pant. Wide chest above that. Long and slender 
arms. Large eyes. Very small, thick, curly hair. A strange personality 
in that wide nose and thick lips. A Kondh child. He was about ten 
years old. He had come to study. Perhaps Christian. 

Felu spotted the boy immediately. He was his alter ego. He had 
waited for him all his life. This country had been waiting for him 
since ages. The Lord had built him with the help of a bunch of 
lightning. Straight as a sal tree, bright as an arrow, strong as a cheetah. 
When he came of age, he was going to provide a few-shocks to this 
world. Just wait for another seven years, all of you. Where are you, 
you unfortunate, slow-witted set of Jambu Mishras—move aside. 
Or else this boy is going to blow you away like bundles of loose 
cotton. Just because you cheated Felu once, don’t think you can get 
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away with it every time. You won’t succeed any more. 

Felu Dandapat could not hold himselt back. He ran to embrace 
the boy. The boy looked askance at the trembling, oldish man with 
his large eyes. He could not understand why he was in sucha rapture. 
Who was he ? Was he the padre of some church ? His long lost 
father ? Was he a wicked man ? Was he God ? ...Felu wanted to 
dance clasping this young Krishna to his breast, to kiss him all over. 
Who was this boy ? What a strange boy he was ? Where had this 
son of the gods hid himself in the mountains ? Who was his father ? 
Was he really his son or had he descended from the skies ? 

All on a sudden Felu released the boy and stood. He looked at his 
face intently. He smiled slightly. The boy smiled back. Perhaps both 
recognised each other. The layer of thin curtain moved away from 
the familiarity of ages. 

‘What is your name ?’ 

‘Jonathan Jani.’ 

‘Lovely name. Not Jani, 1 will call you Johnny. Sounds very 
English, no ? You agree ?’° 

‘Our kind Father calls me that.’ 

Felu Dandapat was amused to hear his pure, squarish, brickframe, 
Padre Oriya. He understood the situation. That was okay. Nothing 
to worry about. In his own time, he'd come through the grind. Putting 
his head on Johnny’s back, Felu said, ‘You have come to study at 
the school ? That will be taken care of. I take that responsibility. 
Sonny, you just run near that tree over there as fast as you can. 
Touch that tree and come back running again. Let me just have a 
look.’ 

Those large eyes like a couple of white flowers betrayed the lack 
of understanding of the boy of the situation in hand. The smile that 
followed lit up his face. This was indeed a wonderful school ! They 
were asking to run rather than ask uncomfortable questions from 
books. Lo ! Johnny sprinted away like a long restrained horse. A 
highly developed athlete in the form of a child typhoon ! He flew 
away seeming not to touch the ground. His long legs got spread like 
the wings of a flying bird. The chest was swollen like that of a lion. 
He swam away till that tree and came back the same way. A number 
of children had been looking transfixed. Dayasagar Babu was 
delighted. Felu Dandapat was overwhelmed, apprehensive and dazed. 
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All of a sudden he had found a diamond. He had no idea what he was 
going to do with that... ! 

‘Sir, he will stay in my house; he will live like my son ! I will take 
care of his expenses. Kindly grant me permission. Permit him to 
stay with me.’ 

‘All right.” said the headmaster. 

Jonathan Jani stayed in Falguni Dandapat's house. He bred chicken 
for him; kept cows at home. For an hour early in the morning everyday 
both were engrossed as if they were going to achieve the impossible. 
Felu Dandapat was never satisfied as much as Johnny ran. Johnny 
used to sit down on the ground saying he could take it no more. Felu 
roared, ‘Get up, you shameless fool ! Are you going to fight in this 
world with such a feeble heart ? —Stupid fellow, are you going to 
throw away everything having come all this way ? Go on, fight. 
Who'd succeed if you cannot ? Get up, two more rounds ! One 
round more !! 

Johnny had trouble in breathing. He wanted to lie down on the 
field. Felu did not allow that. Holding his arim he made him jump. He 
jumped himself. That boy broke into tears out of anger and pain. 
Felu carried him home and massaged him with oil. He was happy 
that his body was shaping up. But he did not say anything. Again he 
massaged him. He fed him poached egg. Made him drink lots of 
milk. Felu’s wife cooked what Johnny !oved to eat. Both had a feeling 
that it was worth living after all. It felt wonderful to live, work, keep 
awake in the nights and keep waiting in the daytime for Johnny. 
Johnny slept early in the night. These two talked between themselves 
for a long time. Felu said that Johnny was going to be famous some 
day. They were also going to be famous alongwith him. The dreams 
got loosened. Sleep swam in through the gaps. Both of them went to 
sleep like a couple of children who had become tired after playing 
for a long time. 

Felu had made Johnny’s mother understand everything from the 
beginning by making a trip to his village. He had reassured her that 
he had assumed all responsibilities of Johnny. He had also told her to 
spend any money that she was receiving on account of Johnny's 
education on her other children. 

But everyone was amazed the day Johnny left all elderly athletes 
half way behind to win effortlessly at the regional athletic champion- 
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ship. Who was that youth who was flying away like a deer ? He was 
not getting tired at all. — Where had he landed from ? But Felu had 
insisted, ‘Look Johnny, don’t stretch yourself the whole length. 
There are other places for that. These are all goats here compared to 
you ! Besides, no one would believe his eyes if you run at full speed. 
There are evil eyes around. Everyone will envy ; they will harm you!’ 

Hence, Johnny won the competition laughingly and very easily 
looking back all the time while running. All the rest were stretching 
and panting miles behind with sweat streaking down their brows. 
There was not a drop of sweat on Johnny’s forehead. His breathing 
was easy. 

Johnny’s photograph was published in magazines. Some journalist 
wrote a few lines about the genius of the strange youth. Felu read it 
and smiled to himself. He said, * You just wait. None of you shall find 
the language. Your arms won’t be big enough to embrace this 
enormous deodar tree in a few days. This is just the beginning.’ 

A few days after that Johnny’s mother arrived with an elderly 
Christian. As they arrived, they said, ‘We will take back our child.’ 

‘Come on, you cannot do that. How are you inconvenienced if 
he stayed here ! He is going to be a famous athlete the way he is 
being reared and with the training that he is getting here. Don't you 
want that your son should be that ? You are not spending any money 
for anything. | am here to take care of everything. Am I not like his 
father ? He is as good as our son. We are ready to lay down our life 
for him.’ 

The elderly Christian went on repeating that one sentence, ‘Our 
kind Father has ordered to take him back.’ ‘You save your kind 
Father. He has no idea about things over here. Jonathan Jani is just 
the kid of a sheep for him. He wants that he should graze in the local 
field there. Johnny is going to be a great man. He is going to be 
world famous. Go and tell your kind Father that he’d be murdering 
Johnny by taking him away from here.’ 

The elderly Christian said, ‘Jonathan Jani believes in Jesus, the 
son of God. His parents believe in Him. They go to the church. You 
don’t. It is a sin for Johnny to live with you. The kind Father has 
sent us to take him back.’ 

‘Oh, this is something totally different then ! Why, he had seen 
no evil in the last four years ! Out of greed now he wants to claim 
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Johnny as his own just because the photograph came out in the 
magazine. Okay, there won't be any sin if he stayed here with some 
church-going people. 1 will continue doing what I have been doing 
for him—I cannot allow him to go.’ 

‘Father has said that he was going to bring about improvements 
in Jonathan Jani. He will turn him into a great athletes in the name of 
Lord Jesus. We have come to take our son. It is a sin for him to live 
here.’ 

Felu Dandapat was forced to hear that old parrot with his teeth 
grinding. He turned around suddenly. He saw that Johnny was 
standing. Sitting in front of the old man and looking straight into his 
eyes, he said, ‘Sir, what is sin and what is virtue ? The final word is 
recognizing the soul of man. Johnny is a great athlete. He’d take 
this world by storm. All of us should lend our full support to him. He 
will ride on all our backs. He has been born to bring laurels to our 
country. It is sin to act as a hindrance in that. Do you understand me 
or not ?’ 

The old man furrowed his brow and said, ‘The kind Father has 
said that Johnny’d stay with you if you start going to the church.’ 

Felu stood up sudderily. With his legs spread and his hands on his 
waist, he looked at him. The old man had lowered his face. Johnny’s 
mother was drawing lines on the ground. Felu’s chest was overfull 
with wind. His eyes blazed. He looked towards the sky and said, ‘All 
right ! You have bet on it, haven’t you ? —I agree ! I will become a 
Christian for Johnny. Tomorrow both my wife and me will go to the 
church and become Christians. As Lord Jagannath is my witness!’ 

Felu was hissing like a cobra standing on its tail. Everyone was 
scared to look at him. Johnny had been staring. The pure sunshine 
of the morning hours was dazzling. 

The news spread everywhere that Felu Dandapat had turned 
Christian. The Oriya pundit of the school sat at a distance from him. 
Everybody looked at him differently in the streets and markets of 
tiny Kondhamal. They whispered about him. He was a different 
animal, a different countenance. He went through a transformation 
before their very eyes. Dayasagar Behera too seemed somewhat 
hesitant at the time of drinking water. A long breath seemed to have 
intertwined itself inside Felu, Dandapat which escaped through his 
eyes making them moist. But he had done this knowingly only for 
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his ultimate achievement. For Johnny he could forsake the entire 
world. Johnny was his soul, Johnny was his dream, his aspirations, 
his monument. 

Falguni Dandapat did not know how to cheat. He brought a 
cross made of black wood. He stared at the human shape sticking to 
it. He explained it to his wife—there was no need to have more 
hands or heads in order to become god. It was correct that god 
should be in the shape of man. It was correct to be nailed to a 
wooden frame without committing any crime and to lay down one's 
life for others. They went together to the church on Sundays. They 
knelt down and prayed in the evening. Suddenly, these seemed to 
Johnny to be the familiar days of his childhood. He opened up inside 
and outside. 

Felu Dandapat’s chest beat against his ribs when Johnny had 
remained inclined pushing against the wooden block before running. 
Holding the stopwatch with his left hand and lowering his right hand, 
he shouted, ‘G... Go.’ Johnny flew over the hundred meters in a 
flash. Switching off the stopwatch Felu looked at it very carefully. 
He could not believe his own eyes. Who could believe it ? He did not 
say anything to Johnny. He did not tell anyone. He used the measuring 
tape alone to measure that portion of the field to check whether it 
was really a hundred metres. He checked the stopwatch to reassure 
himself that it was working properly. Everything was all right. Then 
was Johnny really the greatest sprinter of the world ? The Kandha 
boy of Kandhamala, disciple of the school drill master. Who'd believe 
it ? He mercilessly made Johnny run like someone using a whip to 
get a horse running. No more he dropped down on the ground. Tiny 
ripple appeared and disappeared on those steel like legs of his. 
Lightning struck and went out. Now he could run for hours on end 
at full speed. There was inexhaustible quantity of air in his chest, 
inexhaustible power. Both returned home quietly when it became 
dark. After feeding Johnny and making him drink milk, the two of 
them took the rest ! 

Felu had only eight months left for retirement, Johnny would be 
seventeen in ten months. In the coming winter he was going to be 
India’s crown jewel. World champion. 

For some reason Felu Dandapat had been waiting for that moment 
of explosion a bit apprehensively. He was going to dazzle the world 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


30 Father Samuel and other stories 


for a whole day. Let him keep hiding in seven layers like the soul of 
the country before that. Felu Dandapat could not think of getting 
slaughtered again in the hands of Jambu Mishra. His tongue seemed 
to be shrinking into the mouth. He was scared. If Johnny was really 
eliminated for some reason! No, no, no, !! If that came to pass, 
Felu Dandapat was going to kill them all !! 

Now it had become necessary for Johnny to run at full speed in 
front of everyone. Then they'd know who the youth was. They will 
be careful. They will stand aside to make way for the emperor. The 
whole sky was going to reverberate with handclappings. 

Felu decided to atlow Johnny to participate first at the competition 
at Dethi. It was also no longer possible to restrain him. He could not 
be contained any longer. He had already started feeling inebriated. 
He only needed the opportunity to leap like a lion. Let him run ! Let 
him amaze these people by running a hundred, two hundred, four 
hundred metres. Let him put the fear of God in the minds of these 
people ! Let him gratify this unsung, weak backward clan. Then let 
him fly off by leaving those Punjabi studs in India far behind, 
surprised. Let the country rock. Let all hell break loose all around !! 

The Delhi competition was four months away. Felu Dandapat 
retired from service one day and returned home. Wearing his tracksuit 
and with his shoes hung over his shoulders, Johnny had started out 
for the field. Felu stopped short for a while amid a line of smoke— 
to run his eyes over that almost empty house. A small breath escaped 
him. Then he jumped up to accompany Johnny to the field. How 
else could he live ?... 

‘You see, Dandapat Babu. You have to leave this house. We cannot 
allow you to stay any longer. It is against the rules.’ 

‘Oh, was that why you sent for me with such urgency ? Didn't 
I know that this was going to happen ?° 

‘And listen ! It is also against the rules for you to come to this 
field. You are no longer in the employment of the school. Hence you 
are not entitled to any of the benefits.’ 

‘Do I use your field in any way ? I only stand and look. I keep 
looking at that famous athlete Johnny of your school. I introduce 
him when someone enquires about him. Would you refuse me that 
too 7?’ 

‘There is no choice.’ 
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Felu wanted to give him a peace of his mind. But he remained 
silent lest it might harm Johnny. He smiled slightly and said, ‘That is 
all right. 1 will not come here again. Even if 1 come I will stand on 
that government road near the field. Perhaps you may not be able to 
understand that Johnny cannot run unless I keep looking at him.’ 

‘He can take care of himself ! There is no further need for you 
to worry about him. We will take his responsibility ; we will do what 
is needed to be done.’ 

Perhaps for the first time in seven years Felu said that he was 
not going out into the field. His wife did not believe him. Johnny did 
not believe him. He tried to make Johnny understand everything and 
said with his hand on his back, ‘Johnny, you’d have gone on your 
own way some day leaving me behind. | have given you my all ; 
there is nothing else to give. My soul will always be near you. It will 
stand guard when you are running. You go ! Keep on training. I can 
no longer accompany you.’ 

Everyone's face was lowered. Their eyes were moist. Al! three 
of them knelt down without knowing it. All three of them prayed 
quietly for a while. The two of them had kept on looking from the 
doorstep when Johnny went alone to the field. Johnny was turning 
and looking back again and again. Felu Dandapat might have 
accompanied him for some distance. Inspite of all the ban he might 
have gone near the field. The only fear was for Johnny—some Jambu 
Mishra might execute him. 

Felu Dandapat took on rent a one-roomed house in the Christian 
Street. The rains and storms of Kondhamal flew over them. Felu 
Dandapat sold off the two acres of mustard field, the last thing that 
he owned. It was becoming more and more difficult for him to take 
care of Johnny’s expenses. Still he had not known how to concede 
defeat. He had not been able to free himself from the dream of 
handclaps. He was still under the influence of the scene of the 
tricolour flying all day long at Rome. 

Falguni Dandapat had come to Delhi spending money from his 
own pocket. Everyone was going to see Johnny run there. They'd 
recognise the soul of Felu. There was neither any fear nor doubt in 
Johnny’s eyes. The eyes of that world champion were burning bright. 
Dandapat had been waiting in anticipation. 

Six persons stood in a row near the hundred metre event. Johnny 
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was number three. He was turning his scare-to-the-gods body as 
simple as water pushing the running block with his feet. The others 
were looking like wooden frogs in front of him. 

The whistle went off. Felu’s chest was heaving. Everyone was 
inclined on his own block like a bird about to fly away. Oh, how 
could you make them wait for such a long time ? Who was that 
snail holding on to the rifles ? Stupid ! The rifle went off with a 
bang and again it shot off for a second time. Johnny could be seen 
coming back from half the distance. That man came and cautioned 
him. Dandapat stood up and again sat down. He could not be still. 
Everyone took position for the second time. The same thing occurred 
also the second time. That idiot simply did not know when to shoot 
the rifle. Felu could not sit any longer. He got up and came to stand 
amidst the boys in the front row. He was fidgeting. But why should 
you run so fast ? Allow them to cross the half-way mark. Still you'd 
beat them. Had I asked you to fly like this here ? But there was no 
way out. He was trembling standing at a distance. 

The third time Johnny flew off like a bullet with the sound of the 
shot and a lot of noise could be heard. Everything looked hazy. Felu 
could not believe his own eyes. Johnny was asked to leave. Felu 
crossed the fence and ran like a blind man. He shrieked. 

He was caught by some people. No one listened to his protests. 
Johnny was standing like an uncomplicated child of the gods. He 
could not understand what had happened to him. He was only 
perplexed to see the condition of Felu. 

No one listened to anything. Felu fainted after screaming 
continuously. Johnny sat down in a daze. He was waiting to tell 
him, ‘Why are you so disturbed ? Let the hundred metre go. I will 
beat everyone at the two hundred metres. I will start after everyone. 
There was no fear of elimination. I have come to recognise these 
people. They cannot tolerate such speed. They cannot understand 
it. Perhaps they cannot believe it if I speed off so fast like the sound 
of a bullet. They cannot see properly. This time I will correct myself. 
You be assured.’ 

Felu was trembling like a freshly cut chicken. His lips were 
parched. One could not say if he could see anything or not. He was 
sitting leaning against a pole. He could hear a noise from a great 
distance. Handclappings across the sky. What was happening on the 
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field—Johnny was creating world record or was crying near him— 
he had no idea about anything. 

Perhaps he was seeing something else—judges looking like white 
bushes. They could not see that that Kandha boy resembling a black 
tiger was the emperor of the entire state. They were wiping their 
fingers with their handkerchiefs after disqualifying him. They were 
unaware of the crime they were committing. They had no idea how 
they were piling up like heaps of pebbles after brushing aside the 
soul of the country. Who was going to provide them with a divine 
vision ? Who was going to make them understand or believe ? Who 
was going to amaze them by telling that this was the unreachable 
pinnacle of their country ? That this was your glory ? Do not ignore 
him. —Perhaps Falguni Dandapat would have succeeded. But he 
had become dumb. His limbs were not moving any more. He was 
dreaming in that paralysed state. He was seeing all the dreams of his 
life! 

Johnny was just seventeen years old. No one could sideline that 
lion cub. This sun was definitely going to rise ignoring the protests 
of owls. Who were these people to stand as hindrances in his path ? 
Of course he was going to amaze the world by establishing new 
world records. The tricolour was going to be drawn on the Olympic 
flag flying high in the sky. The skies were going to reverberate with 
handclappings. —Everyone'd see. They'd surrender to him with their 
heads lowered. 

But what about Falguni Dandapat ? 
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Come, all of us will join it. For once at least we will stand with our 
heads bowed freeing ourselves from the wantonness of language 
and cobwebs of conspiracy. 

Today is Saturday. Nothing untoward has happened throughout 
the day. Nothing unnatural in the perimeter of this small earth. Rather 
everything is according to schedule today. Everything has fallen 
into place. Today water has come twice in the taps. Electricity has 
not gone out for two hours in the evening. There has been no thunder- 
bolt. The people of this area would not have protested even if any 
of these would have occurred—neither you nor I am responsible for 
that—these are all the wishes of our masters. Does any one protest 
for that ? 

Light was also burning in the two-roomed rented house of Krupa 
Maharana. Maharana’s wife and elder daughter had already scanned 
the outside four or five times. They had even looked for some time 
to the end of the road. They could not understand at that time why 
Runi and her husband were making such abnormal delay. Both of 
them should have arrived in their Luna by five. They'd have smiled 
and waved at Maharana Auntie before opening the gate to enter 
their house. They’d have signalled their elder daughter Lucy to come 
to them. Why didn’t any of these things happen ? On the other 
hand, nothing else was out of the way on that Saturday evening. 

It was natural for anyone to be delighted on seeing Runi Sahu. It 
was not as if she was exceptionally beautiful. Her smile was unique. 
In a way she made this world beautiful with just a trace of smile. 
The day she came to the rented house with her belonging—folding 
cot, sofa, table fan, sewing machine, black and white television— 
the neighbours had been staring standing on their doorsteps. Runi 
had looked at everyone and smiled. As a result, rows of jasmine had 
blossomed on both sides of the street that day. 

The slightly built man who had accompanied her that day pushing 
the Luna along was wearing a light bush shirt of Sambalpuri screen 
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design. A brown coloured pant to go alongwith that. It suited him 
wonderfully. He had also entered the newly rented house smiling at 
everyone. He was Runi's husband. What a wonderful couple the 
gods had created indeed. Made for each other no doubt. 

They had lowered all the household things in the same smiling 
silence—there was no shouting, no noise. Very gentle and sophisti- 
cated taste both of them had. The neighbourhood was very happy. 

The children of the Maharana household were saying, ‘There is 
no noise at all. If one did not see with his own eyes, one could not 
say that someone was staying in those quarters.’ 

That day the elder daughter of the family saw Runi and said 
while waving her hand at her, ‘Come and have tea with us.’ 

Runi waved back and smiled. She did not say anything. 

This was arrogance ! She does not deign to answer even when 
invited. What did she think of herself ? The girl angrily reported 
everything to her mother. 

Her mother came on to the verandah and addressed Runi, ‘Why 
don't you come ? My daughter called you. Perhaps you could not 
hear.’ 

Runi again looked at her and smiled—she did not utter a word. 

So the daughter was right ! She was haughty indeed. 

She lost her temper and informed Maharana, ‘So you were not 
getting any tenant ? You have brought such a one who does not even 
deign to talk. I cannot manage with such a neighbour.’ 

‘Oh no, these are very decent people. We will make a round of 
them in the morning. We will see how they are making out.’ 

“You go. I cannot take any more insults.’ 

‘Why don’t you wait for a while ? We will see what is the matter.’ 

At seven in the morning both arrived at the doorsteps of Runi. A 
beautiful door screen was hanging. They entered inside. Everything 
had been neatly arranged during the night. Nothing ostentatious, but 
everything was tidy and shining like a mirror. Runi came and wished 
them. She made them sit on the sofa. 

‘Thank you, Mrs. Sahu. We have come to welcome you,’ said 
Maharana Babu. 

Still Runi had her hands folded in the same manner. She was 
smiling at them in the same way. 

‘So we will take your leave. Perhaps you think that it is beneath 
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you to talk to us... we are leaving,’ said Mrs. Maharana. 

At this time Runi brought a printed board bound in glass frame 
and put it on the table—in exquisite, round letters, it had been written, 
‘We seek your forgiveness for our silence. Both of us are deaf and 
dumb.’ 

Mr. and Mrs. Maharana felt as if they were breaking into tiny 
pieces. Their thought process went topsy turvy faced with this 
cruel truth. Both of them became quiet. They kept staring at Runi 
dazed. All of a sudden, Mrs. Maharana stood up and embraced 
Runi. The purest form of affection was pouring down from her 
eyes like beads of pearl. Would language ever have been capable of 
that ? 

But no one had any problem. Runi and Sanu—her husband—had 
no problems in either understanding people or being understood by 
them. Runi was working in a corporation. Very responsible job. Hard 
work from ten in the morning till five in the evening. Sanu had a 
studio out there—he drew portraits. There were very few customers 
for oil paints at four hundred rupees per square metre. Now you 
could get photographs any way you liked—that too coloured. But 
appreciative people still ordered for oils. Now Sanu was working on 
two orders. 

He used to start at four in order to pick Runi up at five on their 
way home. After having tea, they washed up and sat on the verandah 
on chairs. They had decided that there was no meaning in spending 
a great deal of time and energy in cooking their food. Hence they 
had made arrangement for food to be brought home by carriers 
from a nearby eatery. They had tea and biscuits in the morning and 
finished the rice meal by nine forty five to start for their work. Runi 
had some snacks in the office in the afternoons. Sanu too did the 
same. They ate out at separate places. Hence, they kept an account 
of their expenditures. 

So there was lot of time in the evenings. Runi visited her front- 
door neighbour Mrs. Jena. Her son was appearing at B.A. examina- 
tion. Runi carried some books for him from the market. She prepared 
some notes for him too. Mrs. Jena was not much educated. So she 
was delighted to see Runi. ‘Look at the intelligence, knowledge and 
capabilities of that girl ! Is she inferior to any male ?’ 

The neighbourhood girls adored Runi. For every thing they turned 
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to Runi Apa*. A crowd gathered in the evenings there to learn sewing, 
stitching and dress designing. + 

Runi could not utter a word. Still she had captivated everyone 
through the magic of her eyes. Everyone was won over by her silent 
smile. ' 

One day Mrs. Maharana had come to her in the evening. The 
girls had already left. Runi got rid of the girls before seven. She 
ordered them out by pointing at the clock with her index finger. The 
affection and order of the elder sister was obvious in her eyes and 
lips at those times. They understood it perfectly. They took leave of 
her to come the next day. 

Placing a cup of tea for Mrs. Maharana, Runi sat on the nearby 
sofa. Most people could understood the signs made by Runi; but at 
times she had to write out things. 

Mrs. Maharana asked while smiling, ‘Your marriage is already 
four years old. When’d a smal! flower bloom in this house ?’ Runi 
understood the question from a little bit of sign and the way in which 
Mrs. Maharana said-that. Her face turned crimson. But she seemed 
as if she was very scared. She seemed to be at her wit’s end. She 
waved her hand and head to indicate in the negative. When Mrs. 
Maharana pressed, she wrote, ‘No Auntie, we do not want to bring 
another accursed human baby into this world.’ 

Mrs. Maharana gave her a lot of encouragement and tried to 
reason with her that such parents also had healthy, normal children. 
They did not necessarily have to be deaf and dumb. Only the doctors 
had to be consulted in advance and medicines taken regularly. Runi 
had stared at her face holding on to her palms. Her eyes had turned 
grave with tears. Mrs. Maharana had embraced her and caressed 
her back. 

After that there was a great deal of change in Runi’s behaviour. 

The young people working in the corporation had an eye for 
Runi. When she looked at them, Runi knew what they wanted. She 
had charmed those wild animals by her clear, unencumbered stares. 
They felt as helpless as night birds during the daytime because of 
her simple and unaffected behaviour. Still she was getting scared at 
the ogles of some people. She had the feeling as if she was a fat, 
egg-bearing, sleek chicken. They had been salivating while waiting 


# Apa-clder sister. 
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in the wings for her and would bite the moment they got the chance. 
They'd take off her feathers and eat her whole. She could understand 
them. But how could she say anything to anyone ? 

That day she had ordered some snacks from the canteen and 
waited. Nabaghana Mudali came and sat in front of her. Runi greeted 
him smiling when she saw him. She indicated the hotel boy to get 
another plate of snacks. 

Nabaghana collected himself and somehow said, ‘You see, this is 
not fair. Should you be treating me or should 1 treat you ? I am 
paying for both today. I will leave this place if you do not agree.’ As 
he started getting up, Runi hurriedly requested him to sit. She smiled 
at him happily when he sat down. Runi looked at her watch and 
finished the tea after the snacks. Nabaghana left the tea halfway and 
went to pay the bill at the counter. 

That day every one saw them both coming to the office together. 
Many congratulated Nabaghana by winking at him. Someone leaned 
on his table and whispered—‘Congratulations. The wild deer has 
finally come into your net.’ Nabaghana replied, ‘Get lost. Why are 
you talking nonesense ?’ 

Runi had taken stock of the situation looking through the side of 
her eyes. The areas around her ears had become hot. Why did she 
agree after all ? Could she not have paid for herself ? But this was 
simple courtesy. It would have been different had he been a stranger. 
They were working in the same office. How could she ignore him ? 
Perhaps she might have paid the entire bill. That would have let 
tongues wagging in another direction. The wily foxes would have 
interpreted that another way. What could be done ? Runi had become 
extremely tired. She just wanted that office hours would end soon— 
she’d be free of these thoughts. 

The uneasiness of Runi, fixing her gaze on the ground rather 
than anyone else, was very unnatural. As if something had got 
loosened from somewhere and Runi had no idea what she was going 
to do with it. 

Suddenly she became very happy to reach a decision. In her own 
unaffected manner she smiled at everyone and called them by waving 
her hand. There was a stampede to reach her. Nabaghana was left 
behind. Runi extended a paper towards them on which something 
had been written. Someone read, ‘Please have lunch in my house 
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this Sunday morning.’ Everyone became clean with the guileless 
smile and looks of Runi. There was no further scope for any whispers. 
Runi also felt relieved. Now it did not matter any more to have snacks 
with anyone. It did not matter who paid the bill. 

The lunch at Runi’s house on Sunday was a great success. Her 
superior officer also had come. Two persons had come with their 
wives. Nabaghana’s wife was a nice person. Runi was taking special 
care of her. That was becausé she was in an advanced state of 
pregnancy. Still she lent a hand to Runi in serving food. Runi had 
wiped the sweat with her own handkerchief. The other lady was the 
wife of an officer. Nice person too. She became friendly with Runi. 
Sanu was quite busy doing various chores. He was listening through 
his eyes. Speaking through his eyes too. Smart boy. Worked like a 
machine. Always with a smile on his face. 

On Sunday afternoon, Runi and Sanu kept looking at each other 
for a long time while sitting face to face. They held hands and 
understood each other. 

Sanu indicated the condition of the abdomen of Nabaghana's wife. 
Both smiled. As he pointed at Runi, she widened her eyes and bit her 
lips while shaking her head. As if she did not want to become immobile 
like that. As if she was mentally happy to be bearing fruit like that; 
but was ashamed to admit it. 

That night Sanu looked at Runi with his palms spread like he was 
begging something of her. In the same posture, she acted out the 
scene of swinging a baby in her hands. Both looked at each other 
forgetting everything else. They held on to each other tightly for 
quite some time. 

The office opened on Monday. As Runi saw Nabaghana, she 
enquired about the state of health of Bhabiji. She seemed very happy 
to know that she was all right. 

The new portrait of Sanu started on Monday. He planned to paint 
mother and child on his new canvas. He drew it in the footsteps of 
Rembrandt. He arranged the colours. He cleaned the brushes and 
kept them carefully. He was full of vitality. Very happy. As if he had 
come across the full moon. Fragrant breeze was taking hold of him. 

They bought a large chocolate packet on their way home on 
Monday. They distributed it among the children of the street. Runi 
even extended a couple of chocolates to Mrs. Maharana. She seemed 
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to be saying, ‘You are a very nice person.’ 

Mrs. Maharana had kissed Runi on the cheeks. Now you must 
take care. You should not labour too hard. You'd have a lovely son. 
He will sing nicely. Runi felt elated. But, out of shyness, she had 
dismissed it by a wave of her right hand. 

It was Saturday of the same week. As they had started out, Mrs. 
Maharana was standing near her doorsteps. Runi waved at her from 
the back seat. She had smiled at everyone. 

Sanu dropped her in front of the office gate and went away. Runi 
took a look around in the office. She saw that Nabaghana’s seat was 
vacant. She asked the man sitting next about Nabaghana. She did 
not understand much of what he said. He came and wrote on a piece 
of paper—Wife is serious and in hospital. He is on leave. 

‘Serious ?’ —the silent question. 

“Yes, the pain started from yesterday night. Nabaghana has taken 
leave at their behest. He must be now at the hospital.’ 

Runi pointed at her suddenly and said, ‘I am also applying for 
leave. Could any of you call Sanu ? He’d be in the Subhas Road 
studio near the Gandhi square.’ 

‘We will also go there in the lunch break. Why don’t you accom- 
pany us ?’ 

‘No, no. The two of us will go there.’ No one wanted to leave 
the office. Runi wrote out an application hurriedly. She had looked 
back at the office when she started out after putting the application 
on the officer’s table. There were no complaints in her eyes. Everyone 
had been looking at her. 

She took a bus to reach Sanu. Immediately, both of them started 
for the hospital. Nabaghana's wife was sleeping in cabin number 
three. All kinds of flowers seemed to bloom when she smiled on 
seeing Runi. She informed Runi that an operation has to be conducted. 
Blood was needed. Nabaghana had perhaps gone for that. But what 
had he been doing since nine thirty ? It was already eleven thirty. 
The doctor came. The nurse too came. It was not possible to conduct 
the delivery if blood did not arrive in half an hour’s time. Caesarian 
was also impossible. 

Runi looked at them silently. They had also been looking at her 
bewildered. They felt much better when Runi wrote it out on a paper 
and extended it. They also wrote. 
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Blood was available there—then where was Nabaghana ? When 
Runi indicated to Sanu, he asked the nurse to show the way to the 
blood bank. The nurse talked something unintelligibly and pointed 
the way. She wanted to convey the message that if they wanted 
blood, they should find their own way to the blood bank. 

Sanu brought blood. He bought injections. No one came from 
the office during the lunch break. ‘Aw, it is just a delivery case. Why 
run unnecessarily for that ? Shall we not demand a dinner later on 
from Nabaghana !’ 

So, no one came. Nabaghana also did not come. Runi was having 
some premonitions. Surely nothing had gone wrong with Nabaghana ? 
She clasped her hands and started praying. Wished him well. 

Blood was being administered. Runi was sitting on the bed and 
caressing the head of Nabaghana’s wife. The woman clasped on to 
Runi’s hands and was sobbing. Runi asked casually, ‘Your mother 
has not come ?’ She had no idea that old wounds would reopen at 
this single sentence. Nabaghana’s wife let out racking sobs. As if 
she would be submerged by them. Runi had a lot of trouble in normali- 
sing things. She could know that she had no mother. 

Her mind started wandering. Perhaps some day she has to lie 
alone like this on some bed. A bottle of blood would be hanging like 
this with its lid down. No one would be near her. Sanu would have 
left hurriedly in the morning and not returned tilf two in the afternoon. 
She did not have a mother anyway. 

They came and took her away for operation at two thirty. 
Nabaghana's wife shed tears holding on to Runi's hands. Slowly 
she closed her eyes. Runi stood there quietly in a trance. Shhh, how 
helpless she felt ! 

Sanu and she had some snacks together outside the hospital. 
Runi knowingly ordered for upma. Sanu smiled a bit seeing the plate 
of upma. Runi too understood. She smiled back. They returned after 
finishing tiffin. It was three thirty. Still Nabaghana was nowhere to 
be seen. What had happened ? Sanu softly caressed her back when 
he found her worried. Stepping one foot forward, through his eyes 
he asked, ‘Shall | go look for him ?” Pressing his hand, Runi said no. 
She kept staring skywards. 

But what could they do ? How long could they wait ? Nabaghana’s 
wife was already on the operating table. Where could they go leaving 
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her in that state ? Sanu looked at his watch anxiously and said, 
‘Even now there is five minutes to five.’ He asked whether he’d 
telephone Runi’s office. Runi laughed and shook her head. ‘No one 
would be there. No one would come even if they are there.’ Sanu 
sat down on the nearby bench. He looked backwards in despair. 

At that time a police constable arrived near the door with a piece 
of paper. He checked the cabin number. Then he asked, ‘Nabaghana 
Mudali's wife is here ?’ 

Both Runi and Sanu were scared. Definitely something untoward 
‘had happened—or else why should the police have come ? They 
looked at each other ; how could they answer ! At that time a nurse 
was passing by. The same nurse had come with the doctor. She 
stopped and asked, ‘What do you want ?’ 

The constable asked, ‘Nabaghana Mudali's wife is here ? He is 
lying in the medical college hospital because of a road accident. He 
cannot get up now. The saheb has sent me to take his wife from 
here if she can manage to come.’ 

The nurse wrote that on a piece of paper and handed it over to 
Runi. Her eyes became wide. She bit her lips and felt scared. Oh no, 
how could it happen at this time ? 

She begged the nurse with folded hands and wrote, ‘If you could 
hold the fort here for half an hour, we could go and reassure him. 
But please do not tell his wife about the accident. We will take care 
of things when we come back.’ 

The nurse asked. ‘How are you related to her?’ Runi smiled slightly. 
She wrote, ‘How are you related to us?’ The nurse understood. 
Resting her hand on Runi’s shoulder, she assured her that she would 
take care of things until their return. 

Sanu and Runi immediately started for the medical college hospital. 
It was evening. The marketplace was full of traffic. It was difficult 
to move. Somehow they managed to reach the casualty. They were 
shown to the emergency ward. 

Nabaghana was lying with bandages around the head and plaster 
on his leg. He became anxious when he saw these people. Runi went 
near him and asked him to sleep. Through her unique smile, she 
restored order to his world. They apprised him of everything by 
writing on a paper. They asked him not to worry in the least. In the 
process, they assumed his responsibility by placing their hands on 
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their chests. 

Tears rolled down Nabaghana’s eyes to make a pood!e near his 
ears. When he took out his purse from his pocket and offered them 
money, they declined. They left hurriedly saying that money matters 
could wait. Nabaghana stared at these two unique creatures from 
behind. 

Sanu was driving the two-wheeler very absentmindedly. He 
almost brushed a truck while overtaking it. Runi pressed his shoulders 
to indicate that he should be careful. 

At another place a small boy almost came in front of the vehicle. 
It was touch and go—but Sanu managed to avert a collision. 

They were walking towards cabin number three after reaching 
the hospital. Runi banged against someone on the corridor. 

At the turn of the verandah, there were three steps—Runi had 
been loaded with thoughts regarding the baby of Nabaghana, its 
mother, their pains of hunger and thirst. How could she see the 
steps amidst that ? 

Runi fell face down like a tree had been felled. Sanu went and 
picked her up. Runi was suffering quietly. People gathered. The 
doctor came. Runi was helped on to a stretcher. Curious people 
pushed ahead while Sanu was pushed behind. Somehow Sanu 
managed to enter inside and indicated to the doctor that she was his 
wife. The doctor pushed everyone else outside. 

It was getting intensely dark outside. Sweat beads were pouring 
down from Runi's forehead. She was breathing heavily. She had 
lost her senses. 

Sanu looked at her with disbelief. The doctor was examining her. 
He gave her an injection. 

The nurse of cabin number three heard it from somewhere and 
came running. She comforted Runi. She held something close to 
her nose on the direction of the doctor. She sprinkled a bit of cold 
water. 

Runi opened her eyes and looked. There was no language in those 
unique eyes. Her eyes had no vision. Sanu stood near her and put his 
hand on her cheek. In answer to the warm message of his hand, 
Runi looked at him blinking. 

She smiled weakly at Sanu. She looked at the nurse and recognised 
her. The nurse understood her question when she furrowed her brow. 
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She said, ‘She has a son.’ 

Numerous flowers bloomed on Runi’s face. Her ‘eyes closed. 
Tears rolled down. After that the face became lifeless like the petals 
closing. The doctor examined—there was loss of consciousness 
again. 

He moved everyone aside and advised to take her to the intensive 
care unit. The nurse put her hand around Sanu’s waist like she was 
trying to reassure him and conducted him outside. She could hear a 
silent question from the eyes and face of Sanu, ‘Was Runi going to 
be all right ?? The nurse reassured him to the extent possible. 

Everyone came out from the neighbourhood of Runi at nine in 
the evening. They consulted each other. Telephoned different places. 
They were impatient to locate Runi wherever she might be. But 
news came that she was lying unconscious in the hospital. Everyone 
was worried. Everyone was sobbing. Everyone was quiet. 

In half an hour, all of them came and stood on the hospital 
verandah. The footsteps of none could be heard. Not even a breath 
could be heard. While caressing Sanu, Mrs. Maharana broke into a 
wail. 

The door of the intensive care unit was closed from within. Runi— 
she had believed that the dream within her was going to make all the 
silence of her life melodious. Both were silent. They could - ot find 
the shores in that darkness. 

After hearing everything Nabaghana Mudali’s wife prayed with 
her hands clasped. Everyone in the neighbourhood prayed. No bud 
was going to blossom tomorrow morning if Runi did not open her 
eyes and looked around. The sun was not going to rise if she did not 
smile. 

The young girls of the street were standing leaning against the 
watls—all of them were standing silently wherever he or she was. 
All the human beings of this poor, impoverished, apprehensive world ! 
No one uttered a word. 

Could you join this silent prayer ? 
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Ultimately what they were afraid of came to pass. 

It was already dark by the time they had reached the river. 

Dark clouds had gathered from all sides. The water of the river 
had swollen up till the banyan tree because of heavy rains upstream. 
The wild river was overflowing. It was difficult to believe the ferocity 
of the river unless ‘one saw it at this time. Under ordinary circums- 
tances, one could just walk over the thin stream. Parking the bullock 
cart near the banyan tree, Ghana Nayak lit the lantern. It might have 
gone out with a burst of wind. But Ghana replaced the glass in a 
flash. There were boxes, new clothes, utensils, furnitures inside the 
cart. Newly married Lalita was also inside it. Her nickname was 
Gelhi. Basu Uncle and Nitei were also inside it. Sudu alias Sudarsan 
was outside with a stick in hand to drive the cart. Everyone belonged 
to the village. Very familiar with each other. 

Their job was to drop Lalita at her mother-in-law’s village. The 
distance was about fifteen miles. The road was maintained by the 
government. Vehicles ran twice in a day on that road. The surrounding 
hills and the deep woods reverberated at those times. 

Lalita’s face was lit up with the lantern light. Others’ faces also 
lit up. Basu Uncle seemed somewhat scared. The swelling river was 
in front. Hissing like a cobra beating its tail on the ground. Deep 
black clouds were rumbling overhead. Only hills and forests all 
around. Lalita’s mother-in-law’s place was quite a distance from 
that place. He seemed overburdened with his responsibility. He looked 
at Lalita once and then sat quietly with his eyes lowered. What could 
he do ? 

Nitei and Ghana were about five to six years older than Lalita. 
Nitei worked as a tailor. He had stitched five new blouses at the time 
of Lalita’s marriage. He wanted to know whether they fitted or not. 
He used to visit Lalita’s house. He respected her parents a great deal. 
At times he ran some errands for them too. Nitei’s father had 
borrowed money from Lalita’s father and had blown it on hooch. 
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He could not pay back the money—he died. Nitei was like a member 
of the family. 

At times, he stared at Lalita standing in the courtyard. Nitei had 
been staring at her like that when Lalita lifted her head and looked at 
him in the light of the lantern. His eyes caressed all over Lalita’s 
body. Lalita shrank into herself and sat carefully. She was extremely 
scared. The mother-in-laws’s place was the unknown abode of Yama. 
There her husband would also look at her lustily like that. No one 
would be near her. She wanted to cry. She remembered her mother. 
The parting song as she was leaving the house after marriage came 
back to her 


‘The dew helped the grass grow, o mother, 
Your love helped me grow, o mother, 

The dew did not stay long, o mother, 

Didn't know you'd send me away, o mother.’ 


All the pent up emotions inside her seemed to struggle to come 
out. The Kajal on her eyes were washed away with the tears. She 
had no idea what Nitei saw in her. He had been staring at her like a 
wild cat. 

Nitei was licking his moustache lips with his tongue as Lalita 
lifted her eyes filled with tears. Nitei’s face seemed to have become 
elongated. The eyes seemed to be bulging. Lalita shivered. For a 
moment Nitei looked like a hunting dog. Quickly she wiped the tears 
away and blinked. Nitei turned his face away towards darkness. 

Ghana was sitting to her left. He too was staring towards Lalita. 
He cleared his throat and said, ‘The night has to be spent here if this 
bloody water does not recede. This is river Baghei—it recedes the 
way it swells.’ 

Ghana always talked loudly and roughly. Lalita liked to hear him 
talk. Who knew what did he want ? Lalita only stared at him when 
he talked. She smiled if she liked what she heard. That was enough 
to make the day for Ghana. 

Dark, cloudy night. Baghei was in an angry mood. Like a flower 
plucked from the stem, Lalita was shedding tears. There were 
darkness, jungles, hills and the mother-in-law’s place ahead of her. 
Her vitals were shaking like a frightened bird. It was not possible to 
enjoy small talks at such times. Ghana turned his face away to look 
at Basu Uncle. He said, ‘Uncle, we are in deep trouble. What can we 
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do ? Shall I go and check the depth of the river ?° 

Basu Uncle seemed to shudder. He lifted his head and said, “Have 
you gone crazy ? This is wild river. The current can cut a snake into 
two pieces. There is no way of knowing what might happen if you 
enter this. You just stay put.’ 

For some reason, Basu Uncle could not look at Lalita. 

Sudarshan was outside. Sudu was a very quiet person. He had 
maintained his bullock cart carefully. His bullocks were well looked 
after. Sudu had dropped all the girls of the village at their mothers- 
in-law’s place in this cart. 

Looking straight ahead of him. Sudu said, ‘Basu Uncle, shall ! 
release the bullocks ?° 

Basu Uncle seemed irritated and said, ‘What nonesense! The cart 
would have been on its way if the river was not overflowing. You 
are worried about the bullocks just because we have stopped here. 
All of us are sitting. The newly-married girl is sitting. Where do we 
go?’ 

Sudu softened, ‘No Uncle, I was just talking like that. But we do 
not know how long we may have to spend here. The sky is fully 
overcast. It's going to rain cats and dogs. The butllocks may get 
scared by the rains and try to break free. That was why I thought of 
releasing the bullocks and fixing the stand to the cart. We can keep 
large stones around the wheels.’ 

Basu Uncle thought something and said, ‘Okay, okay.’ He got 
down from the cart. Nitei and Ghana too got down. 

The bullocks were released from the cart. They were tied to the 
protruding roots of the banyan tree. Nitei and Ghana had held on to 
the cart until Sudu fixed the stand. Large stones were placed at the 
front and the back of the wheels. 

It was obvious that they were going to confront the rains, storm 
and the flood after immobilising the small cart like a fortress. 

The four of them were standing outside. Chilt wind with sprinkles 
of rain water in it blew from the left side hills. It went through the 
cart. Lalita looked at the surrounding darkness and rains, her mind 
benumbed. She recalled nights like these when she used to clasp on 
to her mother’s bosom out of fright and happiness. Mother used to 
reassure her patting on her back. Lalita again broke into a sob. 

‘Of what use is the birth of a daughter, O mother, 
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When she could not die in the house which begot her, O mother.’ 

The cart was hit again by a burst of wind. Lalita looked at the 
flickering flame of the lantern. She extended her small palms to 
cover the flame. At this time rain and storm started to rage. The cart 
started shaking. Rain water poured into the cart like the stream of a 
river. Lalita was totally drenched from head to toe. The light of the 
lantern went out all of a sudden. The four of them standing outside 
pushed inside the cart. Numerous groping hands moved over her 
face and body. Someone stepped on her. Lalita shrieked. Four pairs 
of hands again ran over her enquiring about her well being. Throwing 
them off like wet snakes, Lalita shouted in an unnatural voice, `Nothing 
is the matter with me. Why don’t you sit away from me ?° 

Ghana said, ‘Basu Uncle, where is the lantern ? Can it be lighted 
in this wind ?’ 

If he had known that it would not light, why did Ghana Nayak 
move his hands around ? To caress Lalita ? 

Nitei too groped around and said, ‘Basu Uncle, if we take out a 
bedsheet and tie it at the front of the cart, water cannot enter into 
the cart.’ Basu Uncle started groping around , ‘My clothes are ina 
bag. Where is that ? There is a bedsheet in that. What is this ?° He 
said and pulled some box from near Lalita's legs. 

‘Oh , no. This is a basket.’ 

‘Keep it near you, Uncle. We have to eat the sweets in that basket 
if we have to spend the night here.” 

Ghana was always worried about his food. Why, Nitei did not 
say anything about the sweets ! 

Sudu said from outside, ‘All of you stay there. | am making the 
arrangement. } am tying my towel to the cart.’ 

Sudu opened the towel that he had tied around his head and fastened 
it to the front of the cart. Sudu knew his way around the cart. He 
knew how to secure it. In fact, not much water entered the cart 
thereafter. 

So all these people were standing guard over Lalita. They were 
hurt if a drop of water fell on her. So these people were her own 
flesh and blood ! So how did it matter if someone’s hand brushed 
against her body in the darkness or someone's breath hit her face 
when he bent ! 

In that moment of crisis, Lalita too joined forces with them. She 
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too groped with her hand in the darkness. Her hand brushed against 
someone. The bangles jingled. Lalita shivered when her hand came 
in contact with a hairy, wet hand. She pulled back her hand as if 
throwing away dirt. Nitei grasped one of her hands and said, ‘Is that 
you, Lalita ? What are you looking for ?’ Nitei was perhaps feeling 
cold. His words sounded like that. At that time Lalita picked up the 
lantern with her other hand and said, ‘Here, take the lantern.’ 

‘Where, where ?’ they said and Ghana and Basu Uncle’s hands 
groped in the darkness. Someone caught her hand. Someone caught 
hold of the lantern. 

Nitei slowly released the hand which he had held. 

Basu Uncle said, ‘Ghana, light the lantern.’ 

With a great deal of difficulty, the match caught fire. Everybody 
had held his breath. 

Everyone looked at everyone else in the light of the lantern. 
Everything inside the cart had become wet. The sari had stuck to. 
Lalita's body. 

Basu Uncte located his bag and took out the towel from inside. 
He extended it to Lalita and said, ‘Take it. Wipe yourself dry.’ 

Lalita felt like laughing. She wondered how Basu Uncle could 
talk as unabashedly as that. How could she wipe herself dry in front 
of so many males ? She just dabbed her face with the towel. 

Ghana said loudly, “I have a towel too. Shall I take it out ?’ 

No one said anything. Ghana always talked like that. But he did 
not mean anything. 

Suddenly, the whole place was lighted. A huge lightning struck. 

Sudu said from near the cart in a loud voice, ‘There is a truck on 
the other side of the river. Its headlights are on.’ The light showed 
that it was raining heavily. The truck’s engine was roaring from the 
other side. They too had to wait until Baghei receded. Where else 
could they go? Somehow everyone felt a bit reassured. The truck 
was like a huge and strong demon. It seemed as if it had stood 
solidly there to confront anything on their behalf. 

Basu Uncle said, ‘The truck has come from the direction of Lalita’s 
mother-in-law's village.’ 

For no reason Lalita loved to hear that. Wasn’t her husband as 
strong as the truck ? * 

The two bullocks were standing in the rain with their hairs standing 
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on their ends. Sudu too was getting wet in the rains outside. Everyone 
sat quietly inside the cart with head towered to see through that 
natura! calamity. 

Lalita was no longer scared. None of these people was unknown 
to her. However, she had never sat like this near anyone in such 
darkness and rains. After ali how much space was there inside a 
bullock cart ? If you moved your hand, it was going to touch 
someone. If you moved your leg, it was going to hit someone too. 
All these people were mates after all. Basu uncle was distantly related 
to her as an uncle. But he had only a three year old daughter. The 
males radiated something from inside. Any lonely girl would feel a 
bit scared. But the rains and storm had not left any room for any 
kind of standoffishness. Neither for Lalita, nor for anyone else. The 
only thought was how to scrape through the night and how to cross 
the river. The rest could be taken care of later on. Even her husband 
was irrelevant at the present time. They had to get over this crisis 
first. 

The truck’s light lit up again from the other side for some reason. 
Someone said that perhaps the river had receded. Someone else said 
that the truck was going back to the town. Why should they spend 
the night here in hunger without any reason ? 

But it was another truck from behind whose lights had been 
switched on. Lights perhaps talked with each other in this manner in 
the darkness. 

The roar of a motorcycle could be heard over the sound of the 
rains. It was not possible to look at its light from inside the cart. The 
eyes were dazzled by the lights. 

It crossed the bullock cart and came to a stop ahead of it, Baghei 
was in full flow from left to right. 

The beams of the lights of the truck and the motrocycle cut each 
other on top of the river. 

Three persons were sitting on the motorcycle. One of them had 
a raincoat on. The others were wearing trousers and shirts. Who 
knew where they were going? Al! three of them were drenched in 
the rains. The raincoat was shining. They got down from the 
motorcycle and talked among themselves. Then they rushed towards 
the cart. 

The light of the lantern did not reach their faces. Sudu had tied 
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his towel at the front of the cart. But from their voices it could be 
known that they were all young people. 

‘Hey, whose cart is this ? What does it contain ?’ 

Lalita’s chest thumped inside the cart. Nitei seemed to gasp. Ghana 
moved from one side to the other. Basu uncle remained seating holding 
his breath. 

One had to admit that Sudu was courageous. With a steady 
voice, he answered, ‘A girl is leaving for her mother-in-law’s place 
for the first time in this cart. Where are you going ?’ 

If those three were goondas or dacoits or if they were armed, 
they were sure to attack Sudu in a flash. They’d enter the cart like 
hungry, wild animals. They’d ransack all the boxes inside the cart. 
They'd grab Lalita. They’d stab everyone else in the abdomen. All 
these possible scenes ran before their eyes in no time. 

But one of them asked, ‘Where is the mother-in-law's place ?° 

Sudu explained everything. He had a lot of courage. 

‘That's all right’, the raincoat-clad man said, ‘We are going 
through that village. We’d inform them that the new daughter-in- 
law will arrive shortly after crossing the river.’ 

They seemed to be nice people indeed. They wanted to help on 
their own. 

Another shouted in a broken voice, ‘Nuabou*, O Nuabou.’ He 
put his hands on the shoulders of his friends and pushed forward. 
He said, ‘We will take a look at Nuabou.’ And then he laughed in a 
weird manner. These people were definitely drunk. So these were 
wayward, drunk goondas after all. They might do anything. Latita 
again shook to the marrows in fright. 

Sudu remonstrated with them, ‘How can you babus talk in such 
an immoral way ? The married girl is on her way to the mother-in- 
law’s house. You are strangers—how can you look at her ?’ 

In a moment perhaps they'd rush at the cart pushing Sudu aside. 
What was going to happen after that, O Lord ? 

The raincoat-clad man stopped short, ‘You are right, brother. We 
won’t look at her. Where could we go in this rain ? We will sit inside 
your cart. Honestly, we won't make any mischief.’ 

These people seemed to have some bad motive. Ghana and Nitei 
stiffened and their palms turned into fists. Basu uncle picked up 
¥ Nuabou 
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Sudu’s cane. These rogues had to be taught a lesson. 


Anytime the war might start. Both sides had drawn swords. Only 
the war cries had to be let out. After that the fight’d start in this rain 
and mud. Sudu stood nonchalantly like that in front of the cart and 
said, ‘Look Sir, four people are sitting inside the cart. All the gifts of 
marriage have been kept inside. Where'd you sit if you enter inside ? 
There is no rain on the other side of the banyan tree where the 
bullocks have been tied. The rains would stop if you sat there for a 
rew hours.The river would recede after that. After that you can 
leave on your motorcycle and we will follow you in our bullock 
cart.’ 

Wonderful ! What'd have happened today if Sudu would not have 
been here ? He was indeed very capable and courageous. 

Sudu had a wide chest. He had thick arms. He looked quite strong. 
Perhaps those boys were scared of him. They could only brag. Neither 
did they have the strength in their limbs nor courage in their heart. 
They turned towards the banyan tree like nice boys. 

Things returned to normal! again inside the cart. Everyone started 
breathing easily. Sudu put his face inside the cart from under the 
towel and said, ‘Did you hear everything, Basu uncle ? You cannot 
trust these rascals. All four of us should stand outside. They should 
know our strength. That we can smash them to pulp if they step this 
way.’ 

Ghana said, ‘That’s right. Let us get out.’ 

Nitei too concurred with Ghana. 

Lalita felt that she was in safe hands. Four people had joined 
forces to protect her. She turned her face towards those good-for- 
nothings fellows carelessly and said, ‘Hunh !’ As if she was some 
kind of a princess. She was guarded by layers of soldiers. No one 
dared come near her. 

Basu Uncle reasoned with them, ‘Hold it, all of you. If it came to 
that, we’d deal with the situation. Its now raining cats and dogs. Let 
us see what they are doing. There is no need to start a fight from our 
side.’ 

It seemed tl.at the fears of the impending war had receded. It 
was only darkness and rains outside. Inside, there were only wet 
faces. The sound of the river Baghei hitting against the rocks if one 
had the ears for it. One part of the night had passed by. 
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Lalita was reliving her past. Everything floated by her like a film. 
She started thinking of her father, mother and younger brother. She 
recalled her marriage. Her father put her butter smooth palm on a 
bony, rough hand and that was that. The drums and charionets played. 
Feasting went on. This was marriage. Lalita tried to recall the face 
of her husband. Oh, hell ! she was turning into a shameless girl ! 

Someone was searching for something inside the cart. Lalita 
recovered her senses. She realised that the cart:had stopped at the 
river bank on way to her mother-in-law’s house. Rain and storm 
were raging. 

It was perhaps Basu Uncle who was looking for something. He 
asked, ‘Lalita, are you feeling sleepy ? You'd catch cold if you remain 
in wet clothes. The rains have slowed down to a great extent. You 
change clothes here. We are all getting down. Come on, boys. Let 
us get down.’ Nitei followed by Ghana got down. They too were 
perhaps feeling sleepy. They missed a step here and there. Sudu too 
got down from the other side. 

Basu uncle told Latita, ‘Lalita, I told you to change clothes. But 
you cannot do it. You are wearing the auspicious marriage saree. 
You cannot take it off. Let it go. You wipe yourself dry with the 
towel.’ 

Basu uncle got down after extending the towel to her. 

Lalita dried herself. She ran the dry towel over her sari. There 
was no one else inside the cart. Still Lalita did not feel too sure of 
herself because of the light from the lantern. 

Conversation could be heard outside. The rains had perhaps 
stopped. Someone was tapping on the cover of the cart. Basu Uncle 
asked, ‘Are you feeling hungry, daughter ?° 

How could one not feel hungry at midnight ? But how could a girl 
say that she was hungry. Perhaps everyone was hungry. 

They were talking. Someone said, ‘Open that basket of sweets, 
Basu Uncle.’ 

Who had known that they were going to face such a crisis on the 
way ? 

Go on, Basu Uncle. Open that basket of sweets. 

Everyone wanted to eat those sweets somehow. It was dinner 
time for everybody. 

Basu uncle came and stood at the back of the cart. His uncovered 
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body could be seen in the light of the lantern. He was perhaps 
wiping his body with that wet shirt squeezed dry. 

Sudu was behind him. Ghana and Nitei could also be seen. 

Basu Uncle said apologetically, ‘Lalita, everyone is hungry. What 
can we do ? You open that basket of sweets. We will distribute some 
of the sweets to all. We need to survive first. 1 will explain the matter 
if anyone asks at your mother-in-law‘s place.’ 

It was as if Lalita was the one who had to take the decision. It 
was as if all the complaints had to be made to her. It was as if they 
all had to satiate their hunger by the grace of Lalita. What could 
Lalita say after all ? Father gifted away her own daughter to a total 
stranger. Could not Basu uncle open the basket of sweets if he wanted 
to do it ? 

Yet Basu Uncle had been standing like that not being able to come 
to decision. At this time those people also arrived and stood behind 
them. 

Ghana and Sudu turned around with lightning speed and asked, 
‘Why Sirs. What brings you here again?’ 

Perhaps they’d come to blow in a moment’s time. 

As Sudu rushed at one of them, he said, ‘Basu Uncle, we have 
heard everything. We are very hungry. You count us among your- 
selves. You’d be doing a virtuous act.’ 

Sudu pulled himself back. Basu Uncle looked at them, and said, 
‘Look sir, we do not know you, you do not know us. Why do you 
poke your nose in our affairs? We do not interfere in your affairs, do 
we ?° 

The young men seemed to harden on learning this. Someone 
said, ‘Look, Basu Uncle, we are telling you the facts in a decent 
manner. We are actually very hungry. You do not know us. When 
we are hungry, we snatch things. We do not ask for anyone's 
permission. No one has ever been able to stop us. But this is different. 
We belong to nearby villages. You are taking our own village girl to 
her mother-in-law’s place. 1 am again telling you the truth, Basu 
Uncle. Two-third of us is totally wild. These two are my friends. 
Nothing is sacrosanct for them. 1 consider you as my own folks. 
That is why 1 am telling you to give us something to eat. We would 
have remained just like that if you would not be eating.’ 

The young man knew how to talk indeed. Apart from that, his 
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two friends might be armed. Before Basu Uncle could say 
anything, Ghana came out in a threatening voice, ‘Why sir, are you 
threatening us? We can match you, man tor man. It depends on us 
whether we’d give you anything to eat or not. What'd you do if we 
do not give you anything ?’ 

Basu Uncle interceded, ‘Hold it ! Look sir, all these belong to the 
girl. The girl herself belongs to someone else. I am present here only 
to see them cross the path. I myself cannot decide whether I should 
touch that basket of sweets or not.’ 

Lalita had turned to stone by that time. She was frightened out of 
her wits. All of them looked alike by the light of the lantern. Everyone 
was hungry. They could snatch away the basket of sweets if they 
wanted to do it. 

The dark night was like solid rock. Not a sound could be heard 
from anywhere. Silently, Lalita extended the basket of sweets towards 
Basu Uncle. There were shrieks of delight all around. Those three 
young men broke into a song and dance. One of them shouted, 
‘Nuabou zindabad.’ The other two joined him, ‘Zindabad, zindabad."’ 

All of them surrounded Basu Uncle. Animals, birds and human 
beings were all alike at the time of hunger. Basu Uncle opened the 
basket of sweets. Shoving aside all the extended hands, he said, 
‘Wait, let me first offer sweets to my daughter’.The sweets looked 
quite large in size. 

He handed over one to Lalita first. Then he gave one to every 
person. 

They started gnawing at the sweets like squirrels. In a moment 
they all looked like kids. The hungry and tired children would perhaps 
drink water from the river after finishing the sweets and go to sleep 
for the rest of the night. 

Suddenly, Lalita was no longer afraid in the least. She did not 
need any protection now. These people had sought her protection. 
She was the empress ! She ruled over them ! 

Gradually night and darkness receded from over their heads. Each 
of them slept at whatever place was convenient. Sleep overtook 
them helped by the chill wind. 

Lalita could not sleep at all. She was neither hungry nor thirsty. 
She was half awake and half asleep throughout the night. The eyelids 
might have drooped. But there was no sleep. 
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Darkness was receding from the peak of the hills till the spread 
of the sky. Suddenly there was a roaring sound. Lights lit up brightly. 
The truck roared from the other side of Baghei. The light was thrown 
to this side. Everyone woke up from slumber. 

Water was receding from the river. Basu Uncle shouted like he 
was hallucinating, ‘Where is my daughter ?° All of them surrounded 
the cart. They groped all over it. Basu Uncle broke into a wail beating 
his chest. The truck was roaring as it came down the slope. 

The seven of them had been standing helplessly near the empty 
cart. The empty basket of sweets was lying near their feet. 

The only thought that crossed everyone was that perhaps the 
newly married girl got washed away by the river. Some wild animal 
perhaps lifted her away. 

All of them were watching the rushing truck. Its lights were 
getting brighter. They felt that the truck would provide them with 
some protection. Or else it will crush the hungry criminals under its 
wheels. 

At this time Lalita emerged from the other side of the banyan tree 
with the lantern in hand. Everyone was amazed. No one could move. 
They had frozen in their places. The eyes did not blink. They had 
lost their voices. 

Basu Uncle was the first to recover. He rushed towards Lalita 
shouting, ‘My daughter !’ 

Lalita looked at him with steady eyes. There was a hint of a smile 
on her face. 

‘Nothing is the matter, Basu Uncle. Those bullocks were hungry. 
I had gone there to feed the sweet that you had given me.’ 

The truck roared past them shaking the ground underneath. It 
was dark one moment, light the next moment. 

The skies had turned red. The young men with the motorcycle 
bid farewell and left. The bullocks were licking their lips as they 
were tied to the cart. 

Basu Uncle thought something and floated the empty basket of 
sweets in the river. Perhaps he was ashamed to carry the empty 
basket along with the other gifts. 

One had to save face at all costs. 
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There was nothing extraordinary in the letter that he had sent. A 
very small and explicit post card. 

But I had no choice except to start for his place after receiving 
that letter. 

The reason was that Kali Prasad himself was extraordinary. He 
had never written a letter earlier to me which was less than four 
pages long. He had never used a post card before. That was why 
that letter seemed very unnatural to me. 

There was a short question creating the illusion of a landslide or 
the sky falling down in pieces all of a sudden, ‘Dear Amu, can you 
come for a day ? —Kali.’ 

What did he mean by saying if I could come for a day or not ? 
The stupid fellow—what can’t I do for you ? Why should you ask a 
question like that after all ? You just might have sent a telegram 
asking me to come immediately. I’d have been near you since ages. 
Why did you write like this in a post card ? Had you ever written like 
this earlier ? Has poverty overtaken you or what ? You look like an 
emperor. You think like a badshah. Servants galore move all around 
you to cater to your smallest whims. What has come over you that 
you have written a letter like this on an open post card ? Are you in 
some kind of danger ? But how could you be threatened in any 
way ? 

Okay. I am reaching you in a few hours from now. 

There was no other train before ten in the night. | had somehow 
managed to push myself into that train. There was no place to sit. 
The lights had gone out in the compartment. The man sleeping on 
the upper berth was snoring with an open book lying on his chest. 

I was thinking of Kali Prasad... 

The winter was just setting in. | was standing bare-bodied in 
front of a full-length mirror in the university gymnasium. It was a 
wonderful feeling to look time and again at the just sprouting 
moustache and the wide chest. All of a sudden, I could see someone 
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else standing behind me. He was fair like an Englishman. Curly hair. 
Far taller than me. Wider chest than mine. He seemed to have been 
made of marble. Looked like a god. 

That reflection had laughed from inside the mirror. I had been 
overwhelmed by his pearl-like teeth and eyes sparkling like diamonds. 
I had been staring at him in the mirror. 

As he rested his warm and soft palm on my shoulder, I felt goose 
pimples coming out all over my body. 

] had turned and extended my hand. 

He shook me by the hand and said, ‘Kali Prasad.’ 

In answer I said, ‘Amaresh.’ 

Then he took me to the vaulting pad and we tried to find out who 
was the stronger by clasping each other’s palm and trying to flatten 
it to a side. 

He had lost. But he had made friends with me laughingly. He 
dropped me at the hostel in his sports car. 

Kali Prasad belonged to a royal family. He was staying in a rented 
house. He had a khansama, a servant and a driver. Studies were just 
a hobby. He just enjoyed himself. 

He was always surrounded by girls. Boys too. Everyone wanted 
to be friendly with him. He had a great deal of respect for the pro- 
fessors. They also enjoyed his company. They had a lot of affection 
for him. 

And that day. Everyone had noticed that Kali Prasad was nowhere 
to be seen on the corridors of Canning College. They asked each 
other. Like everyone had lost something precious. Someone spread 
a rumour that Kali Prasad was sick. Some people surrounded me. I 
had no news. The previous evening we had chatted for about an 
hour at the banks of Gomti. He had invited me for rowing. I had 
declined. But all of us knew that the day before he was enjoying 
himself in the company of Yamini Kulkarni in the rowing club and 
had gone out rowing. Yamini too was a wonderful girl. Tall and well 
chiselled. Exceptionally beautiful. She was a good student too. She 
was the college champion in sports. Her main hobby was boating. 
Many a times, I had told Kali Prasad in jest to propose to Yamini. He 
had only laughed unaffectedly. 

Yes. That day the news spread that Kali Prasad was sick. Everyone 
seemed to be anxious. By three in the afternoon, there was a sort of 
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crowd in the Banarasi Bagh residence of Kali Prasad. There were 
about twenty to thirty girls. Around fifty boys. Two or three young 
professors too. Even Dr. Gregory had reached there with his vehicle. 

Kali Prasad was looking extremely handsome in his churidar and 
punjabi. There was nothing wrong with him. He had ordered for 
snacks from the nearby Kapoor Restaurant. The khansama had served 
tea for everyone. | 

All of us had had a good laugh. Kali Prasad had taken me to his 
bedroom with his hand around my shoulders. He had looked down 
and asked, ‘Why, Yamini is nowhere to be seen.’ 

I landed a fist on his back and answared, ‘So this drama was for 
her highness ?’ 

‘No, no. I just asked off the cuff. And listen. Don’t tell anyone. 
I am going out for a few days tomorrow. I might be away for ten to 
twenty days. You must come here at eight in the morning. Won’t 
you see me off ?’ 

I stood in front of him and asked, ‘Where are you going ?’ 

He might have told me something. But others had come in at that 
time. 

Kali Prasad had reached the station ahead of me the next moming. 
He seemed to be very absent-minded. I could know that he wanted 
to say many things. But something had held him in check. 

I reassured him and said, ‘There is no hurry. You tell me when 
the time comes. Be happy for the nonce. Your friendship is enough 
for me.’ 

Kali Prasad was looking at his wrist watch time and again. Perhaps 
he was waiting for someone. 

At this time Yamini Kulkarni had hurried through the gates. Kali 
Prasad had been staring in that direction intently. I had held his hand 
and pressed it. 

So Yamini was accompanying him ? Were they going together ? 

No, there was an elderly lady with Yamini. Perhaps she was her 
aunt with whom she stayed. Yamini belonged to Ahmedabad. Perhaps 
they had come to catch the Grand Trunk Express to go home. 

Was Kali Prasad going to Ahmedabad in that case ? Yamini and 
her aunt waited at a distance after putting down their luggage. Perhaps 
the sleeper coach would stop there. 

Kali Prasad must be travelling in A.C. class. 
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The train came and Jeft. Until the train took a turn near the bridge 
Kali Prasad was waving me good bye. Even though I had not told 
anyone, everybody must have known that the ‘Rajkumar’ must have 
gone out on tour. He was popularly known as ‘Rajkumar’ among 
the friends. | was the only person who called him Kali. 

Gradually it was discovered that Yamini was nowhere to be seen. 
Then the rumours started. Thereafter, lots of stories started doing 
the rounds. Everyone loved to be submerged by the fragrance coming 
out of that romantic story like a fresh flower. Everyday new flowers 
were blooming there. Everyday new fragrance was taking hold of 
bunches of boys and girls. 

The funniest thing was heard on the day Virendra Shah—four 
feet six inches high and features to match—said that he was going 
to murder Rajkumar as he considered himself to be the lover of 
Yamini. We too were listening to him. We had good fun with him. 
Virendra had been named Sigurd after the dwarf in the novel Thelma. 
The day he had raised his small hand and declared that he was going 
to murder Rajkumar, waves of laughter had spread throughout the 
campus. 

Yamini returned after ten days. She was very grave. When asked, 
she maintained that she had no news of Rajkumar. 

But no one believed her. 

One day I found her alone on the lawn near the library. When she 
saw me she tried to turn away her face so that she could hide her 
damp eyes. 

I waited quietly. 

“You too believe that | had run away with him ?’ 

That was unfair. It was like putting words in my mouth. I had 
consoled her and returned. I had defended her in the friend circle 
and explained things. But where had Rajkumar—that is Kali Prasad— 
vanished ? 

1 received the first letter from him. It was four pages long. He 
had cautioned me from the beginning in that letter not to show it to 
anyone else. He had made it clear that that would be tantamount to 
betrayal. 

He had written certain things in the letter which were very personal 
and to some extent even familial. I could not say why he had put so 
much of trust in me. Even now I respect the secrecy relating to that 
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letter. 

I only told everyone that I had received a letter from Kali Prasad 
and that he had not gone to Ahmedabad. I had said that I had no idea 
about his whereabouts. But I knew. He had got down at Jabalpur. He 
had written me from there. He had met Yamini. He had presented a 
basket of fruits to her aunt. He had held Yamini's hand and asked her 
to forget him. 

From there he had returned to Ghaziabad. He had met Alice at 
Ghaziabad. Alice was two years older than him. Both of them were 
studying at Dehra Dun. Kali Prasad’s father used to come to meet 
his son there. But he was spending time with that anglo-Indian girl. 
She too was going to his hotel. 

Kali Prasad had received a letter from Alice after about a year. He 
had not deemed it proper to go to Ghaziabad publicly. Hence, he had 
looked for a subterfuge. 

Then I received a letter from Ghaziabad. 

Kali Prasad had indicated many things in this letter. But the gist of 
the letter was that Alice was trying to blackmail his family. She had 
many objectionable photographs and unsigned letters with her. But it 
was not at all difficult for Kali Prasad to recognise that handwriting. 

He was very familiar with this kind of conduct of his family 
members. He knew many such things about his uncles. Even he 
knew many things about the womenfolk of the family which he 
should never have known. 

Alice had given him a strange proposal at Ghaziabad. She would 
burn all the evidence against his father if Kali Prasad agreed to marry 
her. 

I was astounded to hear this. For me Kali Prasad was twenty 
four carat gold. I had written him not to believe anything before he 
did anything hastily. That proposal of marriage was only a pretension. 
It was a trap. She had some other motives. She might have given 
that kind of proposal being instigated by someone else. 

I received a letter yet again. That contained a terrible recount 
about his ancestral zemindari near the Nepal border. How his huge 
family had descended to do open war three days after Kali Prasad 
had reached there. Kali Prasad had fifteen brothers. Sons of various 
uncles. Everyone had a gun in hand and a dagger in the waist. 

A terrible war ensued. Kali Prasad tried to dissuade everyone. 
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But he had started out for Ghaziabad before the guns started booming. 
He heard that five of his uncles and eleven of his brothers besides 
twenty to thirty of their henchmen had died in that household war. 
The women gathered and cried together. Pyres were lit together. 
The collector and superintendent of police conducted enquiry. 

Kali Prasad had reassured his four remaining brothers. He had 
made application for division of properties. Kali Prasad was the eldest 
male member of the family. He was the head of a huge empire or 
estate. 

I had met Kali Prasad once again by the time I was leaving the 
university. He had turned into a legend by then. 

Even with his jet black beard Kali Prasad looked like a prince. 
His smile had changed. His eyes had changed. Even the way he 
talked had changed. 

He continued to sit quietly on my hostel bed. He looked vacantly 
into the air. 

He smiled slightly and asked, ‘Okay, what is the news about 
Yamu ?° 

He called Yamini Kulkarni that way affectionately. 

‘She has left long since.’ 

He did not show any reaction. He kept looking at the front wall 
vacantly. 

Then he said, ‘Do you know that she is living now in Dehra 
Dun? She has married an 1.P.S. officer. And do you know that Alice 
has had a son ?’ 

‘What ? What did you say ? Alice has had a son ?’ 

‘Oh, yes. Before that I agreed to her condition.’ 

‘You mean you married her ?’ 

He silently nodded. 

I shook him by his wide shoulders and lashed out at him. He 
remained quiet. 

Then he said slowly, ‘That boy is my brother. I did not have the 
heart to see him as an orphan.’ 

After a while he said, ‘I have permitted Alice to divorce me any 
time she wants and find someone else. Until that time she will remain 
as my mother. I will also bequeath some properties on both of 
them.’ 

Kali Prasad sacrificed himself for the prestige of his family. But 
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could he control its results ? 

I was astounded. I could not comprehend why Kali Prasad 
accepted Alice. 

I could not fathom how Kali Prasad could collect himself and 
stand amid the lamentations of so many widows in the ruins caused 
by an earthquake. 

I cannot say that he might not have become darker because of 
the flames. Inspite of that, his face glowed like the moon behind the 
clouds when he smiled. It was strange enough that he could smile. 

Very quietly I asked, ‘Have you met Yamu ?° 

There was immeasurable emptiness in his eyes. | had turned back 
my face without being able to bear such sad look. 

He had smiled wryly. There was no need for any discussion on 
that thereafter. 

He suddenly stood up and yawned. 

‘Order for some tea, yaar.’ 

After tea we went to the banks of Gomti as it was getting dark. 
He wanted to sit at a distance from the club. | did not protest. 

He was throwing small pebbles into the river water at intervals. 
He was sitting quietly. 

Suddenly he clasped me by the waist leaning on my shoulder. 

‘You are my lone remaining friend. But you will be going away to 
Orissa.’ 

‘But Orissa is not too far away for you.’ 

That night we dined together at Kapoor Restaurant. Kali Prasad 
left that same night. 

After that | used to receive off and on letters from him. About a 
hundred letters in the space of three or four months. | have preserved 
them all in a separate file. 

I had sent an invitation card at the time of my sister’s marriage. 
He did not come. He sent two Banarasi sarees and twenty thousand 
rupees. 

I had invited him to my marriage. He answered atter a year. He 
congratulated me. He had written that he had been drawing land- 
scapes at Rudra Prayag for the past year. He had presented one of 
them to the son of Yamini. He had kept a couple of pieces for me. 

After a few days he had again written from the village. He had 
completed the job of division of properties. He had bequeathed half 
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of his share to the son of Alice. That English boy was studying at 
Dehra Dun at the time. Kali had enrolled him as the son of Bhagabati 
Prasad. Kali Prasad was the guardian. 

He had wanted to give a share of his property to the son of 
Yamini. But he was scared that he might be misunderstood by her 
IPS husband. He was asking me what could he do to see Yamini 
happy. 

He had also asked when I was going to be a father. He wanted to 
make a fixed deposit for twenty years for one lakh rupees in the 
name of my son. He had written, ‘You are a dangerous character. If 
any money comes your way, you are going to buy ornaments for 
Bhabi.’ 

A week after that he had sent a set of gold ornament made in 
Calcutta by insured parcel. 

He had written once how he took all the womenfolk of his family 
for two months in a large car for a pilgrimage. He had expected to 
suddenly run into me at Puri. He had moved four or five times from 
the Grand Road to the seashore in a rickshaw in that hope. 

1 could never understand why he used to write ali those letters to 
me. He had tried to explain that in one letter. He had laid bare 
everything relating to his life before me. He had hoped that this bloody 
professor was someday going to write a great novel. He had nothing 
to gain from that. He was happy if his friend could be famous. 

Hundreds of pages of his life had been lying open like that in 
front of me. Every incident was important in its own way. How was 
I going to fix this jigsaw ? Who was I to put atl those events in their 
proper perspectives ? 

Silently, 1 shed tears in the dark inside the train. Kali Prasad’s 
face floated before me. He had informed me earlier that he was 
staying in Delhi. He was learning to play the violin at the age of sixty 
five. Anytime the lamentations of human heart might flow out. He 
had tried to play the flute without success. He had written that Yamini 
Kulkarni was staying with her husband in the flat she had purchased 
at Greater Kailash. Her son was in England. Her daughter had married 
an engineer and was staying at Manipur. She was learning dancing. 

He had seen Yamini many a times. But she had not been able to 
see Kali Prasad. 

Kali could be spotted amid a thousand men. Yamini could recognise 
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him seeing just a gleam of his eye. Then where was the problem ? 

Night had fallen by the time I reached Delhi. For some reason I 
asked the taxi driver to take me to Greater Kailash. Nothing was 
certain about this nomad. 

It took me some time to locate the house of the IPS officer 
Agnihotri. 1 could not understand why the gentleman giving me the 
information looked at me strangely from head to toe. 

I pressed the bell. Footsteps could be heard after pressing the 
bell twice. I could not instantly recognise the person who opened 
the door. But I felt a shudder run through me on seeing that graceful, 
tall figure. Oh... 

I introduced myself, ‘Amaresh.’ 

She looked at the floor and said, ‘Oh...come in.’ 

There was an icy silence throughout the house. I stood in the 
middle of the drawing room and said, ‘Forgive me. I did not want to 
disturb you. I have come to meet ‘Rajkumar’.’ 

She only loooked at my eyes without saying anything. The hair 
on the head of Yamini Kulkarni had turned white resembling a silver 
crown. She was also wearing a white sari. Suddenly I had a feeling 
that she was totally on her own. 

I could not go any further. 

She conducted me to the bedroom. 

Who else could it be except Kali Prasad—the man lying on the 
bed there. The forehead was gleaming as always. White beard, white 
hair. Even then he looked magnificent in his churidaar and punjabi. 

But he did not get up from the bed. He looked at me, recognised 
and smiled at me. His teeth were shining as usual. 

He said, ‘You did the right thing by coming here. Perhaps you do 
not know that Agnihotri passed away about three months back. His 
son could not come. The daughter came and went back.’ 

‘See, I am getting ready for a long journey. Perhaps the road'd be 
cleared tonight.’ 

I raised my index finger and asked him to keep quiet. 

He smiled. 

‘There is not much time for joking around. You have to do a 
couple of jobs for me. First I have to sign on a few papers. You 
have to take care of things. And secondly...’ 

He paused for a while and continued, ‘There is a camera on that 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


66 Father Samuel and other stories 


table. I have loaded it since a month. You have to take a photograph.’ 

1 was amazed. 

1 made him sit up on the bed as per his instruction. He indicated 
Yamini to sit on his right. 

She broke into wails. All the dams had broken. Perhaps the 
rocks of the past forty years had pressed her down. 

I held her by the arm and made her sit. 

I do not know what gave me the courage to say, ‘Now look 
ahead. There is light ahead, the sun is there.’ 

The camera flashed. It flashed again. 

I put my hand on Kali Prasad’s arm and asked, ‘How about clasping 
the palms to find out who is stronger 7?’ 

He furrowed his brow and said, ‘I am fighting someone else 
now. Like you he too is going to win and become my friend.’ 

Rajkumar had lost yet again before the break of dawn. 
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There was excitement in the palace of Raisaheb from the morning 
that day. Some festivity going on surely ! The stone palace was built 
long time ago. Boundary wail made up of stone, too. Numerous old 
courtyards. Countless rooms. Two huge kitchens. One was strictly 
vegetarian. Everyday khichdi was cooked in ghee to be offered to 
Radhamadhava, the presiding deity. Coarse rice was also cooked 
there. Mixed vegetables curry was prepared. This was eaten up by 
the servants, drivers and khansamas. Muslim cooks cooked all kinds 
of non-vegetarian food in the other kitchen. The fragrance moved 
around the entire palace. Liveried bawarchis carried them upstairs. 

The upper storey was the proverbial cave of the tiger. Songs 
could be heard from there in the middle of the night. The palace 
reverberated with musical renditions. Masculine roars could be heard. 
Sobbing of women could be heard too. Smal! children screamed in 
delirium. Something of this Kind took place there. The servants below 
had no idea what was happening. Those who went upstairs to serve 
came down without making a sound. They went up like pictures on 
walls and came down the same way. No one had the guts to ask 
them anything. They did not also have the guts to discuss anything 
on their own. 

Still it could be known that some relation of Raisaheb was coining 
that day who had not visited them since a very long time. That was 
why Raisaheb had ordered festivities. Twice the norma! quantity 
was to be cooked today. The whole place was being cleaned and 
given a tacelift. Food fit for Kings had been ordered to be cooked. 
After cooking a bit of khichdi tor the deity, everyone was engaged in 
the other kitchen. Everyone had a smile on his face. They all talked 
freely among themselves. Humming under the breath while working. 
The fragrance of perfumes was everywhere. The whole palace was 
clean as a whistle. 

Her name was Chaturi. She had lived in those courtyards ever 
since she could remember. She had been doing the odd jobs in the 
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kitchen. She had no idea who her father was. Someone was saying 
that her father had joined the military a long time back and had never 
returned. Her mother too was dead long since. She died in the 
process of working in that kitchen. From that day onwards Chaturi 
has been nothing up to the legs of different people like a motherless 
calf. She ate on the verandahs and slept there too. 

One day the mustachioed Baxi had come to ensure that everything 
was running smoothly. His teeth were blood red for chewing too 
many paans. Bloodshot drunken eyes. He roared on seeing Chaturi. 
Everyone thought that he was going to throw Chaturi out of the 
palace. Some people remonstrated with him on behalf of her— 
Huzoor, she is your servant girl. Her mother died working here all 
her life. She does not have a father. Where else she could go ? Baxi 
was satisfied. He found a permanent job for her. Her upkeep would 
be taken care of. Chaturi did not bother about him any mores after 
that. From that day Chaturi sat near a large stone grinder and ground 
spices. She went on grinding loads of coriander, chilly, cummin 
seeds, garlic, ginger, mustard, cardamom, black pepper, cassia leaves, 
etc. Days, months and years passed. Chaturi had only been grinding 
stone against stone. She stopped for a while when her body ached. 
She wiped the sweat of her brow with her arm. Again she went on 
grinding. The two pieces of stone were her parents. They gave birth 
to her everyday in the process of grinding. They earned her everyday 
upkeep. Chaturi turned affectionate towards them when she washed 
them clean. She wiped the stones dry with the corners of her sari as 
if she was wiping someone’s wet face dry. She caressed them with 
her rough hands. Her eyes closed in satisfaction. 

When she got up from the grinder everyday she could no longer 
straighten her waist. She stooped while walking. The feet became 
lifeless. It took her sometime to recover after having a drink of 
water and sitting for a while leaning against a wall. Atl these had 
turned into a habit after all these years. She had become stronger. 
The grinder somehow looked small to her. Now that thin Muslim 
bawarchi with the goatee did not ask her to grind the coriander again 
after examining the paste between his fingers. Now she could break 
red chillies into small pieces with one twist of her wrists. Chaturi 
could talk to other people with her face raised while grinding the 
spice. If anyone tried to pull her legs, she could tick them off. At 
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that time she would grind whatever was there on the grinder into a 
thin paste. But even now sweat beads ran down from her forehead, 
neck and chest. She could not stand straight after labouring hard. 

This year it rained terribly in that area. Rain went on pouring 
throughout the day and night. Black, shining clouds roared on top of 
the upper storey. For some reason Chaturi felt very scared. She 
could not sleep peacefully in the night. Thunderbolts and lightning 
continued throughout. At those times Chaturi pushed herself towards 
the wall even more than before. The roars of clouds could be heard 
in the darkness of the night. The nights were extremely damp. Chaturi 
felt that she could no longer cover her body properly in that year-old 
cotton sari. Fear did not leave her however much she clung on to 
the walls. There was a tremor inside her. 

Gradually the rains stopped. The courtyards were bathed in 
sunlight. Darkness vanished from all the limbs and mind of Chaturi. 
The cloud from the face also vanished. Now she could see the 
khansama, bawarchi and mason standing still before her when she 
raised her face. Chaturi also smiled back at them when she found 
them smiling at her. She felt as light as birds in flight. The trees 
seemed to be smiling when she looked at them. Laden with flowers, 
they seemed to beckon her. One day she discovered that the Muslim 
bawarchi with the goatee had already grinded one round of spices 
for her. He smiled at Chaturi showing his teeth. Chaturi hit him on 
the back with her fist. With a shriek, he came at her with great 
speed. Perhaps he would have grabbed Chaturi—but she threw him 
off with a push of her hand quite easily. The Muslim fellow fell in a 
heap in the courtyard. Laughter could be heard from all around. 
Chaturi found that all the servants were laughing while clapping their 
hands. She blushed. Then she started shaking in anger. She wanted 
to kick that bawarchi on his chest. 

At this time that Muslim fellow got up and shouted, ‘Bloody 
hunchback, I am not going to marry you. I will kill you with my 
knife, you tramp.’ He was fuming. 

Chaturi picked up the smaller of the two stones of the grinder 
and ran towards him, ‘You bloody scoundrel, what do you mean by 
saying that you will marry me, you villain ? I will smash your face 
so you’d remember me all your life. What did you say ? Hunchback ? 
If you ever as much as come near me, you’d see the kind of stuff I 
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am made of, you louse.’ 

There was a further round of laughter. The bawarchi left that 
place and went away swaying from one side to the other. He walked 
like that. He did not have any strength in his body. His body was 
devoid of any flesh. He smelt that way for and it had an unpleasant 
ordour dressing and eating chicken and mutton every day. His body 
had been discoloured by the heat of the kitchen. 

Wrapping the corner of her sari around her waist, Chaturi 
concentrated on her work. Apart from the anger, her brow furrowed 
in some kind of inexplicable joy. None of these people had ever 
bothered about her earlier—why did they flutter around her now 
whether they had any work with her or not ? Why were they 
watching her every step ? She felt that she had changed considerably. 
A deep black cloud was rumbling somewhere in her sky. Chill wind 
was sweeping from that side. There seemed to be goose pimples all 
over her body. As Chaturi gathered together the sticky cinnamon 
paste, the joints of her fingers were burning badly. Her brow 
furrowed again —why did that stinker bawarchi call her a hunchback? 
Was she really not able to walk straight any more? Had her waist 
become bent in the process of grinding spices for years on end ? 
Who knew !... But did she have any choice in the matter ? Why did 
she turn a hunchback? Why had she been born in this manner to 
grind stone with stone ? Using her arm she wiped the sweat from 
her forehead. She did not look at anyone. She did not say anything. 
Her eyelashes turned damp. Tears rolled down alongwith sweat. No 
one had seen that. But there was no novelty in it even if someone 
had seen it. 

By the time the festivities started in the palace, winter was almost 
over. Chaturi stopped for a while these days staring at her hands 
while grinding spice. Round and fair hands she had. They looked 
very beautiful to her eyes even with only a few black bangles. She 
looked at her fleshy fingers. Again she went back to grinding with 
a start. The garden was full of plants with red flowers. The breeze 
carried a sweet fragrance. When the birds chirped, she wanted to 
drink in the music. That day Chaturi too was humming under her 
breath happily. 

Someone came down from the upper storey with an order. 
Garlands would be made with all the fragrant flowers of the garden. 
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Sandalwood and musk paste would be prepared. Who’d do this job? 
Everyone was busy in his own work. The palace was being decorated. 
Pandals were being erected. Someone said that Chaturi could do this 
work of making sandalwood paste. She knew it well. Give her the 
materials. She was the right person to do it. 

Chaturi had come out to the courtyard after grinding spices from 
morning till two in the afternoon. Someone put a stone grinder before 
her out of the blue. Someone else put a cheen of sandalwood and a 
couple of silver pots. The paste was to be prepared. Chaturi had no 
choice in the matter if that was the order for her. Besides, this work 
was child's play for Chaturi. What fragrance this sandalwood had 
indeed ! How fragrant these scented silver pots were ! She was 
overcome with happiness. She felt like shouting aloud ! She sat down 
under a champak tree with the sandalwood grinder. How she wished 
that she did nothing else but this everyday ! 

But how could that happen ? Everyday was not a festive day like 
this. Everyday such wonderful guests did not come. 

Chaturi walked quickly to her room. She cleaned her room again 
neatly. She wore her only good sari. She stuck a champak flower to 
her hair. She got down from the verandah and caressed a young 
plant. She felt she had grown wings. As if some old friend of hers 
was coming to visit. The old khansama would have called her stupid 
if he had seen her. 

She returned to the champak tree and ground sandalwood. The 
courtyard was full of the fragrance. Everyone who went that way 
turned once to look at her as if something had stopped him suddenly. 
Her insides seemed laced with sandalwood paste with her every 
breath. The fragrance of the champak flowers was equally intoxi- 
cating. Chaturi had been grinding the paste overwhelmed. She was 
storing handfuls of cool fragrance in those silver pots. 

So who was that person coming that day for whom all those 
arrangements were being made ? How was he related to Raisaheb ? 
How old was he ? How did he look? Her hand stopped on the 
sandalwood plate. Chaturi could see a number of faces there. Many 
pictures of beautiful smiles, eyes, noses and eyelashes drawn from 
her own experience. Was the visitor like this ? Very familiar like 
this ? Suddenly she demolished the house of sand and concentrated 
on grinding sandalwood. All the colours receded from her flushed 
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face. Why, the visitor was the owner of the upper storey ! The guest 
of the tiger cave ! She was just a helper around the kitchen. She was 
a hunchback ! Unkempt ! How could she dare look as high as that ! 
She had no contro! over the tears in her eyes. 

There was the sound of vehicle stopping outside the main gate. 
Chaturi pricked up her ears above the din of people. Her chest 
thumped. She broke into a sweat. So they had arrived. But why did 
she behave like that ? She stood up suddenly and ran. She crossed 
the courtyard and ran near the chest-high boundary wall. She was 
panting. She could not blink looking at the guests walking up the 
steps. She could hear whispers of people. The lady wearing the blue 
silk sari with diamond earrings was the sister of Raisaheb. That man 
wearing the gold chain on white silk was the brother-in-law of 
Raisaheb. And that high-chested youth with large eyes, lovely hair 
and long eyebrows—glory be to that mother who had held such a 
beautiful son in her womb—he was the nephew. They had not come 
here since ages. He had never come to his uncle's place since his 
birth. Hence the festivities ! 

Chaturi was panting with her mouth open like a fish out of water. 
Leaning against the chest-high boundary wall she had turned into 
chest-high stone. She had become straight. She had been staring 
with her neck craned. She had no idea that this old sky was so 
beautiful ! That the breeze could be so cool as sandalwood paste and 
so fragrant was beyond her imagination. She could not believe that 
perhaps he smiled once looking at her as he went up the stairs. 
Chaturi was writhing like a deer hit by an arrow. The champak bud 
like fingers had stuck on to the stone wall. 

Chaturi was wobbling like she was swimming in her dreams. 
She was standing here and there in her old familiar courtyard. She 
was staring towards the skies. She was not able to recognise the 
people who were walking by her. No one remembered the sandalwood 
paste that she had prepared. No one asked her for that—they must 
have forgotten ! Chaturi carried everything from under the champak 
tree and stored it in her room. She sat inside for a long time with her 
eyes closed. She did not feel hungry or thirsty. No one thought of 
her in such a grand feast. Even that Muslim bawarchi did not call 
her in anger. But he had kept some good stuff aside for her. He could 
not decide how he could send those to Chaturi. He was moving in 
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and out of the kitchen. He was looking slyly at the plants. 

And thus the evening came by and by. There was not much 
cooking to do in the night. It was finished early. Everyone retreated 
to his own den. Even the upper storey became quiet. 

Chaturi had no sleep. Useless snadalwood paste in the silver pots 
were emitting fragrance. The fragrance of wilted champak flowers 
was coming from Chaturi herself. Who knew in what kind of 
anticipation she had kept her eyes half-opened ? The eyes were 
closing in her dreams. Again they were opening in her dreams. Chaturi 
was having intermittent fits. Repeatedly those eyes and lips and that 
wide chest was visible to her. She was staring at them and again 
receding back to her dreams. 

Someone entered inside opening the door left unbolted. Chaturi 
was feeling everything with her eyes closed. She did not want to 
open her eyes. She did not also have the courage to do that. She felt 
excited all over with the touch of someone. With her eyes remaining 
closed, she extended her arms and pulled him on to her chest. She 
laced his entire body with the sandalwood paste. She did the same to 
herself. In the world of her dreams, Chaturi experienced one ecstasy 
after another. Her lotus forest was getting churned in the intoxicating 
breeze of the sandalwood forest. Chaturi had no idea how long she 
had enjoyed that dream man in her tight embrace, how long she had 
drunk in those eye-feasting features. 

It was already sunshine by the time the unconscious Chaturi had 
recovered her senses and got up. The door had been left ajar. Her 
room was full of the fragrance of sandalwood. But the silver pots 
had overturned. Sandalwood paste was all over the floor and on her 
arms and chest too. She felt exhausted. There were battle marks all 
over her body. She looked ahead in a strange way. She tried to recall 
the events with a furrowed brow. She collected herself with a smile. 

A bit of dry paste had stuck to the pots. She kept those near her 
and caressed them. She got up when she saw that it was already 
late. She had her bath and then went near the khansama. She came 
to know that everyone had already gone out on picnic. The khansama 
was also going to leave after a while. Everyone had left except for 
the watchmen. At this time the gardener and the mason arrived talking 
between themselves. They were laughing. 

‘Why, where is that bawarchi ?’ and then they burst into laughter. 
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The old khansama was also smiling in his own way. 

‘Have you seen him in that shape or not ? Sandalwood paste had 
stuck all over his body. When 1 asked him, he said that an angel 
came to him in his dreams and had fun with him throughout the 
night. The shameless creature. He is not at all disclosing where he 
had gone. Chaturi was making that sandalwood paste. This fellow 
would not have returned alive if he had gone near her. So wherefrom 
the sandalwood paste came ? Let us go now. We will get to the 
bottom of it when we return.’ Chaturi had her back to them. But she 
was listening to everything. She felt her tongue was getting pulled 
from inside. What happened—that scoundrel with the goatee ? 
Chaturi broke into a cold sweat. Oh, the terrible life of a woman ! 
What could she do now ? She felt she was going to faint. At that 
time all of them were leaving. The old khansama said, ‘Chaturi, be 
careful about everything ! No one else is in this courtyard.’ 

Chaturi hid her face and started wailing. She wanted to jump into 
the well. She lied face down in her room and cried for a long time. 
She was going into pieces. There was no life in her limbs 

She collected herself in a long time. Her eyes had swollen up. 
The face was out of shape. Thinking of something she again wrapped 
up that sari around her. She picked up the two silver pots and came 
out of the room. 

Where was Chaturi going ? To the well ? To the pond ? To the 
highway outside the palace ? 

She was absentminded. She went slowly and stood under the 
champak tree. She looked with sad eyes towards the white smooth 
branches. ‘Oh no, Chaturi. What mistake did you commit ? How 
could you extend your hand towards the moon being a dwarf ? Who 
else is going to suffer if not you ? If you placed the offering in an 
open space, the gods did not come to partake of it. The crow used 
its beak first !” and she again started howling. 

She could hear footsteps advancing towards her. Who knew who 
he was ? He’d pass anyway. How did it matter to her ? What else 
was left for her on this earth ? 

But the footsteps stopped near her. Her brows furrowed. Had 
someone been staring at her ? She turned around absentmindedly. 
Her hands stopped in midair. She remained still like a picture. 

Surely she was not dreaming ! The same brows, the large eyes, 
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the lips—the same handsome prince. How did he come here ? Why 
had he come ? Had he really remembered her from yesterday ? Had 
he come in search of her ? Or had he come expecting something 
from her ? Was anything left with Chaturi any more ? O Lord, let 
him be looking for someone else. O Mother Earth, you open up yet 
again. Let the unfortunate Chaturi get lost inside you. 

He advanced two steps. Chaturi trembled like a leaf. He raised 
her chin slowly. Chaturi was in ecstasy. He kept looking at her half- 
closed eye. Sandalwood paste had run down from the pots in the 
limp hands of Chaturi. A couple of dirty, used pots. 

What could Chaturi say ? What might she have said ? Could she 
tell him that there was no one else in the courtyard. That she had to 
wait for another birth in order to fill those two pots with sandalwood 
paste ! 

He was standing before her like that in the shade of the lonely 
champak tree. Chaturi's life and death was hanging from a thread. 
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The same courtyard, which is Ayodhya today, turns into Lanka 
tomorrow... no one knew who sang Ramayana or who joined the 
chorus that followed or who played the pakhawaj by the gas light. 
Children, old men, women, men—everyone was like a person 
possessed. Excited, everyone kept staring at that ten-headed Ravana 
on the rampage. No one had any doubt that he was laughing in all the 
ten faces with his teeth bared. In a little while, he was going to carry 
away Sita in a chariot ; no one could stop him. No one batted his 
eyelids; no one could breathe freely. They had to bear that huge 
demon committing such a huge crime. At this time, some old man 
could not hold himself in check any longer to say, ‘Don’t you dare 
touch Mother Sita, you demon. You touch her and you will go up in 
flames.’ That destabilised everyone. The youth roared for blood. It 
was no big deal for them to pull that Ravana and tear him to shreds. 
But how did that matter ? Could anyone stop the real Ravana ? Some 
of them burst into tears out of anger. For that moment, everyone 
tottered overcome by some great anxiety. With all their heart, they 
thought, ‘Only if Ramachandra would make an appearance now ! 
Only if the two brothers Rama and Laksman would enter with bow 
and arrow in hand !’ Oh... no one could keep himself in check. 
They only kept staring helplessly like the large and small trees of the 
astounded Dandakaranya. What should not have happened did happen. 
For the seventy two thousandth time it happened. No one knew 
who raised his voice at that time and wailed, ‘Forests and mountains... 
oh... plants and mountains... my husband has gone after the deer to 
slay it.’ Tears rolled down. everyone’s eyes. The Dandakaranya of 
that courtyard looked hazy. Far away, the lonely moonlit night had 
enveloped the emotional spectators of the yatra. 

Sula’s mother also cried with the rest of them. She cried at the 
drop of a feather. She had been sitting with her legs stretched. Sula 
was sleeping hiding his face in her lap. With her nose running she 
was wailing, ‘I begged him not to be Ravana. Why should you be 
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Ravana ? Let somebody else do it ! If it came to that, let the Ramlila 
bé cancelled. He paid no heed to me. Who was going to bear the 
burden of this sacrilege ? Why do you touch Mother Laxmi wearing 
ten heads like that ? What shall 1 do if everyone curses us ?’ Sakhi 
Mausi* was sobbing quietly near her. Caressing the back of Sula's 
mother, she tried to reassure her, ‘Why are you talking absurdly like 
that ? Do I not know Basua ? He is worth his weight in gold ! He is 
just acting... or else how do you think Ramlila can take place ? Let 
everyone curse that Ravana ! Why should anything happen to my 
Basua ?’ 

After the abduction of Sita was over, everyone again got excited 

amid that wailing. The night was progressing. But no one was aware 
of that. From inside their damp forests, Ramachandra was going to 
emerge. And with him would emerge Sugriva, Jambaban, Nala, Nila 
and Sushena. They were going to fill up that courtyard. The courtyard 
would convert to Kiskindhya. The monkey brigade would sit around 
Ramachandra. Everyone wanted to join that group fixing a tail to the 
rear and colouring the face. 
” But everyone’s gaze was on the door of the temple of Ram. From 
inside that the great warripr Hanuman was going to emerge—silver- 
eyed, wearing a mask smeared with vermillion and a red loincloth, 
and with ringlets jingling from the waist. His entire body would be 
daubed with sandalwood paste. Bands would be fluttering from 
around his wrists and arms. As he would descend the steps to come 
to the courtyard, the impression would be created that Sankata- 
mochana Hanuman was descending from the skies. There was no 
further reprieve for Ravana—or for those demons. We need not 
worry any further too. From now on the seas would be crossed. 
Sita would be located ! Everything would be right ! The cries of joy 
rent the air. Everyone paid his obeisance and was overwhelmed. 
Some carefully touched his stretched tail and passed the blessing 
over the heads of the children. All the bad omens lost their spell. 
Lotus flowers bloomed in every pond of Kiskindhya thereafter ! Rama- 
chandra looked like the Lord and Master ! 

Hari Behera donned the garb of Hanuman. For that he went on a 
strict vegetarian diet for a month. He slept in the temple premises. 
He did not go home. His family was taken care of by the villagefolks. 


* Mausi—aunt 
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As he kept walking in his drenched clothes on the village road after 
his dip in the pond, he looked glowing in the sunlight. Both young 
and old made way for him respectfully. They talked among themselves 
in a hushed voice—‘ Make way. Hanuman is coming.’ Everyone stood 
like an immovable image until he entered the temple. The children by 
the roadside and the old men on the verandahs. The women by the 
side of the doors. Everyone believed that Hari Behera was the moving 
image of Lord Hanuman for this one month. 

Hari Behera was twenty eight years old. Jet black moustache and 
beard grown over fifteen to twenty days on his fair face. Burning 
eyes. Geli had married him only on seeing his wide chest and muscular 
arms. Otherwise, it was not difficult to find a groom for Nari Malla's 
daughter. Daughter of so rich a family ! Holding her son by the arm 
she stared how Hari Behera slogged it out in the vegetable garden. 
She felt contented just to watch her husband. She brimmed with 
pride and joy. 

At the time of Ramlila, even Geli stood to a side. She could not 
dare to think of Hari Behera as her husband at that time. Hari also 
radiated some kind of aura at that time. Still Geli felt that he had 
become thinner. His neck seemed to have become thinner by eating 
pure vegetarian food only once a day. What else could be done ! At 
times Hari Behera wanted to steal a glance at his nine year old son 
Sunia. As he returned after taking a bath, he looked furtively at his 
house from the road. Sunia was not at all to be seen for the past few 
days. Was he feeling shy or what ? He was acting as Sita in Ramlila. 
The queen's attire fitted his fair face. Geli sometime thought to herself 
—it would have been wonderful if Sunia had been a girl. 

Shouts of 'Hari Bol’ could be heard that day at the time of 
discovering Sita. Hanuman knelt down and prayed Sita. He extended 
the ring after touching it to forehead. Sunia was scared to look at 
that silver-eyed, coloured face. Lines of sandalwood paste on 
Hanuman’s body. A smell of incense sticks burning in the temple 
was coming out from him. His chest was heaving as he had come 
jumping all the way. Sunia could not know at all that her father was 
performing the role of Hanuman. As Hari Behera collected the gem 
in his palms, he could not even look twice at that beautiful face. This 
was the daughter of Janaka incarnate !! The hair on his body stood 
on their ends. For some reason he did not want to leave that place. 
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Once he left that place, Lanka would be burnt and the fight with 
the demons would start. But burning of Lanka was small stuff for 
Hari Behera. He did not lack the strength in his lion-like chest to 
jump around and ravage the whole place. Warrior bands were 
fluttering from his wrists and arms. Hanuman had appeared within 
him. Was he afraid of either the demons or Lanka ! 

But Hari Behera felt a shudder go through him as he leapt from 
the Shinshapa tree and looked at Sita. The daughter of Janaka looked 
exactly like Geli ! Ten times more beautiful than Geli, ten tines 
brighter than Geli that image of the goddess was looking. But she 
was looking like Geli nevertheless. Hari Behera could not positively 
say that he had not developed a weakness for a moment. He could 
not say that Hanuman had not deserted him for that one moment. in 
another moment perhaps he might have extended his hand to hold 
her. That would have been real audacity for Hari Behera ! He was 
terribly ashamed of himself. Behind the dazzling silvery eyes, his 
real eyes became damp with tear. Oh no, what'd Ramchandra say 
when he comes to know of this ! He kept on telling himself—-let not 
Rama know of it ! Let not the Lord know of it ! 

Hanuman stood with his face lowered as if shedding tears from 
his silver eyes. The Burning of Lanka did not have the devastating 
effect it should have had. His ferocity was not visible at the time of 
demolishing the Ashoka Bana. That day Rama and Lakshman were 
not supposed to make an appearance. Ravana was also not to make 
an appearance. They had been sitting as spectators. Basu Dalabehera 
got up and carried away Sunia. Sula’s mother again had the itch to 
tell her husband—why are you again touching Sita ? But she felt 
reassured in a moment. It was not the ten-headed Ravana. The 
pampered Sunia was walking away with his Basu Uncle. 

Geli could see her ‘daughter’ dazzling like Sita in the queen’s 
attire. Basua was the Ravana. He wanted to kidnap her. She did not 
like it at all. Basua was a known womaniser. Whenever he crossed 
her path, he still looked hungrily at her. His activities did not come to 
light because Geli was supposed to be his sister-in-law. No one 
became wiser. They said that Basua was as good as pure gold. But 
Geli knew that rascal all right. Why is he clasping on to Sunia like 
that ? 1 will not allow my Sunia to be again decked up like this—Geli 
thought. The evil eyes of the rascals would harm him. Today [ will 
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get him to touch the tail of Hanuman. From tomorrow I am not 
letting go of him... 

The next morning Hari Behera was suffering from fever. The 
Lanka phase was to start that day—the peak time in Ramlila. Hanuman 
had to come out on stage every day. Indrajeet and others were to be 
slain. Everybody was depressed. What was going to happen ? Ramlila 
amounted to nothing if Hari did not appear as Hanuman. Al! made a 
round of the temple premises. Hari Behera was suffering from high 
fever. Geli burst into tears when she heard. She stood outside the 
boundary wall with her son. She did not have the strength to go 
inside and look. Hari had been under the strictest discipline all these 
days. If anything went wrong he was going to vomit blood and die 
wearing the head of Hanuman—everyone had this fear and belief. 
For twenty one days, even the shadow of a woman was not to fall 
on him. Hanuman had appeared within him. The elderly folks of the 
village were talking that some deviations had taken place in the 
observance of rules this year. Otherwise, why this hindrance would 
occur midway ? But there was nothing to worry. Sankata-mochana 
Hanuman was going to deliver us from this. The fever would vanish 
by evening. Otherwise how the lila of the Lord was going to take 
place ? Oh yes. How could it take place otherwise ? Geli thought this 
and returned home with her son. 

But there was no remission of fever. Hari Behera was lying like 
that on the mat without even a drop of water. He was hallucinating. 
Tears rolled down from his reddened eyes by the effects of the 
fever. It was known that Hanuman was not making an appearance 
that day. Ravana would come out. Rama and Lakshman would be 
out on stage. The Ramlila would continue with Sugriva, Nala, Nila, 
Sushena, Gaya, Gabaya, etc. 

Basu Dalabehera finished his meal and entered the temple premises 
in the evening before anyone else had arrived. He ran his hand over 
the head and body of Hari Behera. He asked, ‘How do you feel ?’ 

Hari looked at him wide-eyed, ‘Who ? Basu Bhaina ? | cannot do 
it any more. I am parched. Give me some water to drink.’ 

Basua gave him some water and sat near him. He reassured him, 
‘Don't you worry. All of us will manage today somehow. You’d be 
better by tomorrow. This bloody fever would vanish by morning. 
‘If you do not stand tomorrow, everything would come unstuck, 
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you know that. Tomorrow there is the slaying of Indrajeet. 
Lakshman’d be hit tomorrow and the Gandhamadan would be lifted. 
People from about five to seven villages would come to watch 
tomorrow.’ 

“You think I have any contro! over things ? 1 don’t believe that I 
will get well. | have committed sacrilege. I have committed sacrilege 
against the Lord and Hanuman. Hence this punishment. There is no 
way to be free from the wraths of the gods.’ 

Basua'’s brow furrowed, ‘Why, what sacrilege did you commit ? 
You are under such strict discipline. You are living inside the temple 
premises eating vegetarian food only once a day. So where is the 
sacrilege ?’ 

‘All of you have done this so that 1 lose my head ! Who asked 
you to make Sunia sit as a woman ? That boy is looking exactly like 
his mother. What | didn’t do ! Wearing the garb of Hanuman I viewed 
Mother Sita as a woman ! I lost my reason. As I collected the gem, 
I had a fleeting thought that she was Geli. In another moment, I 
might have held her. I am a sinner. I should have died there itself 
vomitting blood because of this crime. | am only wondering what 
Ramachandra would say when he comes to know of it.’ 

‘Listen to me. I can believe what you are saying. I have also been 
deceived to think of him as Geli. Brother, how can I hide it from 
you? Is there anyone equal to my sister-in-law in this world ? Some 
day Ravana had abducted her thinking that she was mere woman. I 
would suffer from leprosy if I did the same thing wearing a wooden 
head. From yesterday night, | am having fits. What shall I do if 
Ramachandra came to know of it ! He would burn me alive with his 
arrow of fire. Your son Sunia is simply looking devastating in the 
garb of a woman. Even images of goddesses \vould make way for 
him ! I have no further belief in myself ! Until I see Sita again as a 
mother, I cannot stand in Ramlila. That ten-headed one is going to 
devour me.’ 

Hari Behera had got up and was staring at the face of Basua, 
‘What are you saying ? You too were deceived. Fie on us ! To hell 
with our rotten masculinity ! And everyone says that | am keeping 
myself under strict discipline to appear in the Ramlila as Hanuman ! 
Oh no, oh no ! Basu Bhaina, you go. I cannot do it any more. | am 
not fit for that.’ 
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Hari Behera perhaps broke into a sob hiding his face. He lay like 
a lump on the mat. 

Basua again reasoned with him, ‘Listen to me, Hari. Don’t take 
things to your heart like that. We are less than monkeys ! What 
could be expected of us ? Do you think Ramchandra is not aware of 
everything ?’ 

Hari again sat up with a fit. ‘What ? The Lord knows ? Does he 
know that we have committed sacrilege against the goddess ?’ 

‘Why are you talking like that ? Listen to me. We will ask Ratani 
Uncle tomorrow to appear as Sita. He may be past his prime. But he 
still is cute. He has acted as Sita in Ramlila since long.’ 

Hari Behera exhaled a long breath. Perhaps he felt somewhat 
unburdened. Holding Basua’s hand, he kept staring at his eyes. 

The fever was in fact gone the next morning, Hari Behera was 
again in his elements. The old man Tiadi came and advised him, 
‘Listen son, keep on reciting the Shiba Panchakhyara. Hanuman is 
Shiva incarnate. You won’t have any troubles if He is happy.’ He 
recited, ‘Namah Shivaya ! Namah Shivaya !* His moustache, beard 
and eyes dazzled again. He felt relieved. 

The villagers came and greeted him. Geli stood with her son 
outside the boundary wall and took a peep at him. Hari kept staring 
at Sunia for some time. He smiled at him and called him near him. 
Sunia came to him feeling a bit scared. His father was Hanuman ! 
Who could go near him at this time ? Hari made him sit on his lap. He 
wiped the dust off him. He looked at Geli who had been staring 
intently from the other side of the boundary wall with tears in her 
eyes. He held his son by the chin and said to himself, ‘Allow man to 
remain as man, Lord ! Is he fit to be a god ?’ Sunia looked at him 
and asked, ‘Is Hanuman going to make an appearance today?’ 

Haria laughed lightly. Nodding his head he said, ‘Of course, yes.’ 

The people of seven villages were taken aback to see the Ramlila 
of that day. They lavished praises. Hanuman demolished rows of 
demons. Lanka reverberated with his doings, by the poundings of 
his footsteps. He leapt on the ground. He flew in the air. He uprooted 
mountains. Numerous people had remained transfixed in the middle 
of the night. 

Ramachandra had been smeared all over in the colour of fresh 
grass. Emotional old men and women had been lying on the ground 
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prostrate to pay obeisance seeing his knotted hair, those large eyes 
and his huge bow. Lakshman had been painted in the colour of musk. 
What a pair they made ! The spectators were overwhelmed to see 
their gait, their disposition, the way they strung their bows and their 
lion-like grace. The villagefolks, dressed as monkeys and demons, 
had been staring at them charmed. Ravana, Hanuman, Sula’s mother, 
Geli, everyone was shedding tears. 

At this time the sound of an explosion could be heard. Ravana 
had hit Lakshman with the Shakti. There was despair everywhere. 
Keeping his bow to a side Ramachandra sat near his brother with his 
hand on his forehead. Wails could be heard all around, ‘Bibhishana, 
get a light here. Let us see whether my brother’d live or not. This 
weapon is very powerful indeed. The king of Lanka has flung it. 
This is dangerous weapon. It is called the Ekaghani.’ Sula’s mother 
again broke into a sob, ‘Why should you hit such delicate prince 
with such a weapon ? Why should you always be ten-headed ? 
Who is going to bear the burden of this sin ?° 

Sunia clasped on to his mother out of despair and said while 
crying aloud, ‘Why doesn’t Dama Bhai get up ? Did he really die ?'° 
With her nose running, Geli said, ‘Oh no. Wait. Hanuman would 
come out now. Everything would be okay again.’ 

Amidst the burning of incense, Hanuman descended from the 
skies. The lonely, moonlit night reverberated with cries of joy. As if 
no one was worried any more. Sankatamochana had arrived. 

Hanuman jumped into the sky. He lifted the mountain and carried 
it. Jambaban squeezed the herb Bishalyakarani into the nostrils of 
Lakshman. Everyone held his breath. No one dared bat an eyelid. If 
Bishalyakarani did not work this time ! But Lakshman sat up as if he 
had woken up from sleep. Ramachandra embraced him. Sunia stood 
up and danced, ‘Dama Bhai will again hold the bow now as Lakshman. 
Why should he die? His father is Hanuman after all. Could anyone 
else be Hanuman like that ?° 

Everyone said the same thing. Everyone knew the miracles of 
Hanuman of this village. They saw that with their own eyes year 
after year. 

Hanuman, Sugriva, Bibhishana were standing with hands folded 
when Sita started out for her test on fire after two days. Everyone 
seemed absorbed in a different way listening to the songs. Hanuman 
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knelt down and remonstrated with Sita and Ramachandra ! They 
were all being hailed all around. Rama, Lakshman and Sita stood in a 
row and danced. Cries could be heard, ‘Rama be praised ! Janaki 
Ballabah be praised ! Rama be praised.’ Ramalila was over for that 
day. 

Some clown in Paikraypur was heard to shout, ‘Have you seen 
how this village people have cast an old man in the role of Sita ? 
Why, for such a handsome Ramachandra, this kind of a Sita? Shit...!” 

The villagers felt ashamed of themselves. They felt as if they 
had committed a sacrilege. 
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When age caught up with them all old people perhaps talked in a 
different voice. Strange, profound language of some other country. 
A kind of detachment was somehow betrayed in their language. Just 
as they had no further keenness to cover their bodies, similarly, they 
made no effort to cover their words. Everything became open, 
uninhibited, frank and simple. Sunshine fell constantly on the ripe 
leaves of the banyan tree at the time of sunset. It spoke little if the 
leaf was small. But how clearly it said everything ! 

That was why I was standing on the outer verandah like an idiot. 
It was dark outside. A drizzle continued. Api Nani* insisted that she 
had to go back by the train at midnight. All of us knew that she was 
not going to live much longer. But we had no understanding of death. 
We could not come to terms with it. We were simply scared of it as 
if it was some unfamiliar animal swimming in darkness. We tried not 
to admit its existence as far as we could. 

Father was talking to Api Nani in the drawing room. Mother too 
was sitting there. I was horrified at bits of conversation that was 
going on. I was trembling. 1 could not believe the words of the 
eldest member of the family. I was just standing like an idiot in that 
darkness. 1 could not decide whether 1 should go in the rains to get 
medicines for her for the journey. 

Had I ever understood their words ? Father was always like a 
cloud floating in the horizon. Too long a cloud at that. Much bigger 
than the sky. And then there were Api Nani and Mother. There was 
a difference of one year detween them. They were dwarfish, old 
clouds. All of them were standing like pictures near the horizon. 
They had covered my entire sky in their own times. They had rained 
draining out all their juice. How they had looked after me ! Who 
could say now that they had rained like that at one time ? Whitish, 
old clouds devoid of any water ! Very silent, unmoving, ripe and 
yellowish white layers of cloud. In order to understand them, I had 


* Nani—elder sister. 
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to wait until 1 grew up like them. How’d it matter if I understood 
them forty years hence ? —That won't be the story of this sky ! 

Father was saying ‘Do you think you are going to die immediately 
after reaching that village ?° It was as if he was asking,‘ Will you 
change clothes right now ? Will you keep your left leg on your right 
leg ?’ 

A simple, no-holds-barred, cruel question. For me it was terrible. 

‘Do you think you are going to die immediately after reaching 
that village ?° 

Api Nani perhaps laughed. She laughed in that wheezing manner. 
She had crossed seventy a few months back. Her voice had become 
feeble after being bedridden for six months. Still her laughter was 
clear. Strange ! What was there in that question to be so amused 
about ? 

‘I told you I was going to die. Don’t you believe me ? Brother, 
you just stay put for seven days. You'd see for yourself whether or 
not I am speaking the truth,’ 

‘Aw... as if you were any more alive earlier ! You just want to 
create problems for me. For the past fifty years, you’ve been saying 
that you’d die. Tell me how many times you’ ve died ? If you’d have 
died here, our son’d have been near you. Your last rites would have 
been carried out with honour. At that place it’d be difficult to find a 
couple of bamboos to carry you to the burial ground. The kind of 
neighbours that you have there—don’t I know those sons of bitches ? 
Everyone will ignore you at a time of crisis. They?’1l enjoy the scene 
from a distance. I am telling you 1 cannot handle those kinds of 
problems. Ultimately your dead body would be lying like that for 
days. The Municipality will come for you.’ 

A gain that wheezing laugh. 

‘Don’t I know how easily you get scared of everything ? That is 
why I’ve already made all arrangements. I’ve already kept bamboos 
and ropes in readiness. One cartful of wood has been kept in the 
backyard. That’d be enough to burn me to ashes. Makara, son of 
Tima, is using his bullock cart to carry brirks. I have told him that 
he should carry the wood to the burial ground on getting the word. 
He goes there everyday to carry sand from the river... And listen ! 
There is that one old man in the entire area—Kedar Tiadi. All others 
are kids—Ananta, Jogia, Shibu, Bishia and the son of Shankar Bhai— 
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what is his name ? —Oh yes, Kuna. I have told all of them, ‘You 
know, sons. I am dying. | am going to just see Baidhar once. He has 
become some kind of an officer. He is engaged in very important 
work. He is not able to move from that place. | have reared my son 
with a lot of love. I will just have a glimpse of him and 1 will return. 
My wish will be fulfilled. After that, this is the earth that is assigned 
for me. I will find salvation if I am carried-on your shoulders.’ 

‘Don't talk through your head ! Don’t I know those braggarts ! 
They might have promised you. What shall I do if they do not come 
at that time ? You stay here! Twenty people will come and stand 
beside us if Baidhar wants. Everything can be taken care of-bamboos, 
wood, everything. You listen to me. You stay here. Everyone will 
offer you water at the time of your death here. What'd you get 
there ?’ 

Mother butted in, ‘Do you think you can persuade your sister ? I 
have been explaining things to her this whole day. But she is adamant 
that she’d return to that hell hole. That is her husband’s place ! 
Bloody widow !’ The sisters-in-law always pulled each other's legs 
that way. 

Again it could be heard amid wheezing laughter, ‘I am indeed 
going to that husband’s home. Only this time 1°11 go never to return. 
You can’t tell me again that I’ve ensonced myself in my father’s 
house. I am grateful to you that you have done so much for me all 
my life. Are you just my sister-in-law ? You are my mother, aunt, 
friend and philosopher. Listern to me ! My brother will not understand 
me. But you can understand everything, can’t you ? I know how 
you’ve reared Baidhar with so much love. Now he has set up his 
home happily. He lives comfortably with his wife and children. Why 
should we bother him at such a young age ? Why should my own 
boy get into problems because of me ? Why should he see pyres 
burning at such a tender age ? Why should I be a thorn in his lotus 
forest ?... Apart from everything else, you must know that the 
bones of our seven generations have been merged in the sands of 
that river. It is better to be burnt there. They’d come to greet me. 
Everything had begun there. Let everything end there too. You eat 
something and get ready. It is already time to leave for the railway 
station. Brother will find the courage if you provide him with the 
strength. Don’t worry for anything. I will explain everything to you. 
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There won't be any problem.’ 

I had been standing like that on the dark verandah. The drizzle 
continued. Api Nani kept on insisting that she’d return by train. How 
could she go to the station in this rain in the first place? She was a 
sick person. Won't she get wet in the rains ? I might be an officer 
for her. But didn't 1 know the kind of officer I was ! Api Nani, how 
can you understand my sorrows ? If I had vehicles and servants at 
my disposal and if I had enough money, I would not be listening to 
your talk in the sly in this way. You'd be telling everyone that you 
were leaving this place to die and would I have allowed you to go 
Just like that ? 

Api Nani was perhaps leaving because of another reason. I was 
not her son by birth. But was I any less a son ? Mother had given 
birth to us—five brothers and sister. But all of us were reared by Api 
Nani. She had stood beside Mother when each of us was born. She 
had cut the umbilical cord in each case. She had taken charge of 
each one of us since birth. Mother once was joking, ‘She is a sister 
by relation. But our king has two queens. My children have two 
mothers.’ Apparently, I broke into a sob at the drop of a feather in 
childhood. Api Nani used to control me by pushing her dry nipple 
into my mouth. She used to sleep with me in her lap. I still remember... 
at times she was crying a great deal clasping me on to her bosom 
thinking me to be asleep. I! was listening to her wails with my eyes 
closed. I was scared to open my eyes. I could not understand Api 
Nani at all and I could not understand her wailings too. Even now ! 
had not understood. 

Perhaps she had wanted that one of us should address her as 
mother. That is why, once she had proposed to adopt me. There 
were lots of troubles at home for that. My mother had a terrible 
temper. She knew how to throw tantrums although she never meant 
anything. We had got used to this ever since our birth. The quarrel 
between the two sisters- in-law was not a matter of a day or two. It 
had continued for fifty years. Api Nani was always the weaker side; 
the helpless side. Father always shouted on behalf of Mother. Api 
Nani too shouted back at times. She castigated Father calling him 
eunuch and henpecked. But most of the time she broke into howls 
like a child. That could be heard even in the neighbourhood. Everyone 
knew about it. They too had got used to it. The girl of the village 
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became a widow just a few days after marriage. Ever since she had 
taken shelter in her own house. The brother and sister were extremely 
thick. The sister-in-law was someone else’s daughter. Api Nani had 
to take the brunt of it. Inspite of it, she had spent her life in that 
house. Some day she was going to die there too. 

Her world moved around her brother. She had always guarded 
over him. She had always served the lion’s share for him at lunch. 
There had been many scenes because of that. Even Mother had 
come after her many a times, ‘Why, you bloody widow, why do 
you always want to take charge of your brother’s life ? Why don’t 
you marry him in that case? Is he just your brother? Doesn’t he 
matter to any of us ? Are we all strangers ? Is your brother going to 
starve if you do not serve him ? Are we his enemies ?’ Father too 
threw away the plate of fish and rebuked her at times. But she was 
like that. She'd die. But she could not bear any neglect of her brother. 
That is why she slogged in the house more than any male. She 
worked in the house and cowshed. She carried water and cooked. 
Every Thursday she swept and swabbed such a large house. She 
went to the fields and carried the paddy home at harvest times. 
When the sowing season started, she supervised the workers on the 
fields. Neither Father nor Mother had a brother. Api Nani was not 
just our aunt. For us, she was the elder brother of Father, the younger 
brother of Father, brother of Mother, everything. She was the centre 
around which the house revolved. She was also our guardian. But 
she was a star-crossed, poor woman. Deep inside her, she was all 
alone. 

Father said again, ‘I am telling you, Api, you are not going to die 
So soon. You’ve recovered a great deal. This new doctor is pretty 
good. He is no Kali Rayaguru that even healthy people would become 
sick by his treatment. We will get more medicines from the new 
doctor. Another five or ten years—whatever has been ordained for 
you—you stay back for that period.’ 

Mother joined forces, ‘I am also saying the same thing. Look at 
her ! Her face looks so fresh ! It is bright as a mirror !’ 

Api Nani pretended that she had not heard anything. Her eyelids 
perhaps closed momentarily. She was getting fatigued very soon 
these days. The eyelids would perhaps close this way some day for 
all time to come. Who knew ? 
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‘I too don’t feel like moving from here. But this brother of mine 
is hanging heavy around my neck. If what he says would come 
true, I could die without encumbrances !’ 

‘Why the two of you cannot talk of anything but death beats me. 
Who is not going to die ? What is new about it that you are trying to 
scare people ? You’ll see—the two of you would be sitting like old 
haggards - I'll give you the slip.’ 

Api Nani seemed to come out of her reverie and said, ‘It is time 
for the train to leave. I have to go. You are trying to pull me back 
into some crevice without my knowledge. I am seeing things. Just 
now I saw a very tall man. Very fair too. There was such a large 
circle of sandalwood paste on his forehead.’ 

Mother laughed and said, ‘Don’t talk poppycock ! Only that 
Govinda Das is visible to you at the time of your death. Why was he 
giving up the ghost if he could be so near you ? He snatched away 
your bangles and vermillion in your childhood. Put me into troubles 
throughout my life !° 

1 had only heard about it. There was neither as handsome a man 
as Govinda Das in the nearby twenty villages nor another fair maiden 
like Api Nani in that whole area. At the time of marriage, Api Nani's 
features had dazzled everyone. As the only daughter was being 
given away in marriage, a water pumpkin had fallen from the basket 
hung high and broken into pieces. That was bad omen ! In fact, 
calamity struck in two months time. The tall and fair Govinda Das, 
on whose forehead the circle of sandalwood paste seemed to shine 
like the rising of the moon, Api Nani's husband, our uncle—he passed 
away after suffering from fever for a day. 

To break my habit of moving around with the wastrels of the 
village in summer afternoons, Api Nani clasped me into her lap and 
told stories. She talked about the village, about Govinda Das, about 
the white kite and our sweet-natured cows. Her versions about 
Govinda Das were always different. She said... Govinda Das was 
fair as a sahib... his chest was as wide as a window... his teeth were 
like the buds of jasmine. His armpits smelled like sandalwood paste. 
Some other time she said, ‘The rascal had eyes like a jungle cat. 
Unshaven face. His complexion was as black as a bear. When he put 
one of his pillar-like thighs on her, she could not even breathe. Api 
Nani used to laugh while narrating all these. I did not like it at all. Api 
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Nani had pressed her thigh on me. | had been pressed down inside 
her lap. She was pulling me in even further. On one such afternoon 
I feit breathless and struggled. I threw my hands and legs at her. I 
pulled myself from out of her sweat-drenched stomach after kicking 
at her all over. Her body was smelting like that of a fisherwoman. 
Her words were like poison to me. I was five year old at the time. 
From that day, | had given her a wide berth. I threw my hands 
around if she wanted to caress me . She tried to lure me back to her 
fold. She cried a great deal. But I did not go near her again. Even 
now Api Nani smelt like a fisherwoman to me. Api Nani found solace 
in my younger sister when she found that I did not care for her. She 
slept with her in her lap. But she no longer talked about Govinda 
Das. Rather she said that she had given birth to a daughter like my 
sister. She had given birth to a son like me. Both of them had died at 
birth. Mother laughed on hearing this. She said that she talked like 
that all the time—those were white lies. 

In that darkness I had continued to sit on a chair on the verandah. 
It was getting darker by the minute. A strong breeze was blowing 
from the side of the casurina tree in front. There was no one on the 
roads. 

My wife had gone to her parents' place along with the son. The 
cook was perhaps dozing in the kitchen. The lights were burning 
without a flicker. The past had pricked its ears for wind and rains in 
the drawing room. Someone was waiting very silently and very near 
amid the rains and darkness. totally drenched. 

Api Nani did not seem to attach any importance to what Mother 
said. She said, ‘I have no intentions of persuading you. You know, 
Brother—I have come to understand everything. I will tell you every- 
thing in detail. Today is Saturday. You won’t have any encumbrances 
by the next Saturday. Everything would be over by then.’ 

‘Don't be ridiculous. No one can be sure of life and death. How 
can you be so sure ? Don't think you can get away so easily. You are 
a great sinner. You've suffered throughout your life. You cannot get 
away as easily as that without further suffering in your last stage.’ 

‘No way. This time the cord would snap suddenly. I don’t dispute 
that I am a sinner. But how did {1 get into all this in the first place ? 
Because of you two. You are the Lakshmi and Narayana in my life. 
Your children tied me to life. 1 might have prayed a thousand times 
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that I should die. But had I ever truly wished to die ? I had been 
over-taken by greed. I had embraced all these on my own. But no 
longer do I wish to be entangled with all these. The cords have 
snapped from all sides. I have a date to keep this Tuesday. You will 
see that is the day I°d die.’ 

‘If you are selecting the day to die, why don’t you allow one 
more day to pass ? Wednesday happens to be the Ekadasi. This is 
Nirmala Ekadasi—the luckiest ones get to die on such a day.’ 

Mother laughed, ‘I haven’t seen a couple who are as shameless 
as you two. You excel each other. Why, is your sister going to her 
husband's house so that the right time and day have to be determined ?° 

Api Nani did not smile. She said in a clear but feeble voice, ‘That 
is the real husband’s house. You too would go there in your own 
time. Okay Brother, 1°11 do exactly what you have suggested. 1 will 
go on Wednesday. One can’t lightly dismiss these days and times. 
Not that they matter much. Everything is over once you close your 
eyes. The days and times do not matter on the other side. I know 
everything ! Haven’t 1 died earlier ? I’ve died many times. Even 
now I am dying. My legs have died from hips down. So the rest of 
the body will suffer for a day or two. Okay, it’s done. Wednesday is 
the day.’ 

Everything became quiet somehow, even the wind and the rains 
seemed to stop outside. 1 felt ill at ease. I didn’t feel like getting up 
from that place. I didn’t feel like going anywhere or doing any work. 
How could medicines help Api Nani ? What was the meaning of 
getting ready for the journey ? 

‘There’d be the deluge on Tuesday night, Brother. You won't 
remain awake that night at all. You won’t be able to bear it. You put 
me in that room near the kitchen and close the doors from outside. 
All of them will come together that night. Mother will come sobbing 
as usual with that large circle of vermilion on her forehead, that big 
nose ring and tattooed chest. She has already come a number of 
times to me. Father will come. This time he won't run away after 
looking at me. He will stand without any emotion exposing his pot 
belly with a towel over his shoulders. He was never able to look at 
the naked hands and legs and the bare forehead ever since his daughter 
became a widow. That day would be different. He'd stand rooted to 
the ground... Govinda Das would come. He will look shyly at me. 
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Your eldest son will come. He had developed a lot of affection for 
me. He will come and flap his mouth to talk to me.’ 

Mother started sobbing. Father remained silent resting his chin 
on his hand. 

From the depths Api Nani continued to speak, ‘If the jaws would 
have jammed together by the morning, open my mouth and put a 
drop of Ganga water. I’d be looking on. The entire universe would 
be visible to me at that time. |’d be hearing many things... I’ve kept 
soil of Ganga in my bag. Put that on my forehead. Put my prayer 
beads around my neck. Recite a chapter from the Bhagavad Gita. I 
may not be able to hear anything. The seas would rush at me. There'd 
be a hiccough. That'd carry me away to the other side.’ 

Api Nani was again exhausted. She slept for about two minutes. 

‘She is speaking in a way as if she is able to see everything. What 
shall we do ? How do we make all the arrangements? Who’d light 
the pyre ? How will the Shraadha ceremony be held ? Where is the 
money ?’ 

Did anyone talk about the Shraadha ceremony in this manner ? 
Was it the same thing as a marriage ? Death and life—were they one 
and the same thing ? —How ? The ground was slipping from beneath 
my feet. My throat had dried up. 

Api Nani floated up from deep water. Perhaps she had no idea 
that she had shrunk in for a while. She said, ‘There is a new sari in 
my trunk. You know which one is that ? Auntie had gifted it to me at 
the time of the marriage of the nephew of Govinda Das. It must be 
twenty years old. She had given me that sari. It is as good as new. 
Roll that around me. You'll find another bundle of clothes. It is 
breaking up when you touch it. That is my marriage sari. Put that 
under my head in a bundle. Press a bit of Nirmalya* down my 
throat. Over ! Carry away my body after that. | have instructed that 
nephew of mine. He will light the pyre. You don't have to spend time 
for anything.’ 

All along we had opened the trunk and bags of Api Nani. She had 
always jumped on us like a tigress and snatched them away from 
our hands. She had pushed us away from that place. | was always 
taking away the soil of Ganga thinking it to be a chalk. | used to 
draw lines on the ground and walls with that. It had become too 


* Nirmalya—dry mahaprasad of Lord Jagannath. 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


94 Father Samuel and other stories 


small. Api Nani was procuring another through somebody and storing 
it again in her bag. The ground seemed to recede when we saw 
through her spectacles joined together with a piece of thread ....Al! 
these had happened in our childhood. Then there was a distance 
between us under the pretext of studies. Api Nani was swimming by 
us like a shadow. Sometime she had returned from the village after 
harvesting. Sometime she had arrived with someone to put fresh 
straws on the cowshed. At other times she was cooking in the kitchen. 
Or she was sweeping the entire house with a broom in hand. Or she 
was cleaning walls and the roof. Api Nani’s face coloured in the 
sunshine. She was the fairest in our house after all ! Her skin shrivelled 
in old age. But even now the blue tattoo on her arms shone in the 
nights. 

Mother was telling us how Api Nani dazzled everyone like flame 
in her younger days. She had blue eyes. Lots of jet black hair on her 
head. If she knotted her hair, it was as big as a coconut. She only 
wore a borderless white cotton sari now. The hands and feet were 
like the petals of lotus. They were all pink. The fingers were like the 
buds of champak. Her brother and sister-in-law never sent her outside 
for fear. All the village folks gathered on the road whenever she 
stepped out of the house. Everyone’s eyes were wide open. Those 
features had kept the twenty nearby villages enthralled for twenty 
years. Everyone talked about her. 

With her star-crossed fate, she took shelter in her brother's 
house. She swabbed the cowshed with those hands. She pulled water 
from the well and watered the vegetable garden. She did all kinds of 
hard labour. For fifty years, she served her brother and sister-in- 
law. It was just that she had been born as a woman. Otherwise, she 
was no less than any male. 

The same Api Nani wanted to go back to her husband’s village 
today. She wanted to die there. Wasn’t she scared ? Weren’t my 
parents scared ? Weren’t they sad ? Who knew ? 

Mother laughed slightly and said, ‘The shameless woman has 
made all the arrangements to go to her husband’s place. But what 
was the hurry to go back to Govinda Das in this rain ? Your pyre is 
not likely to burn in these rains. How do you go to him in that case ?° 

‘It is true. There'd be a lot of problems,’ said Father. 

‘Oh no, Brother. Things have changed. 1 have seen everything 
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for myself. They ve built beautiful pucca houses on the burial ground. 
Cemented pandals have been made for burning of pyres. The place 
is very cool. Anyone'd want to die considering the cool breeze 
blowing there.’ 

“So you are really starting out ? Have you snapped all the cords?” 

‘Why are you talking so shamelessly, Bhauja* ? Where is the 
question of cords ? | will slip away. This rotten body will be lying 
here like a bundle of dirty cords.” 

‘How can you say all these with such a straight face ? Arent you 
afraid of the pains that’d be inflicted on you by Yama ? How’d you 
enter that territory which has no roads ? How’d you face Yama— 
the god of death ?° 

‘Aw, do you think I am afraid of that rascal ? What kind of pains 
he’d inflict ? What have I not suffered already ? I’ve slept on fire ! 
I’ve gone down into deep seas. I have walked on razor’s edge. 
Yama himself would faint when he hears of what I have been through. 
I’ve not feared to live. Why should I now fear to die ?’ 

‘Don't be too sure of yourself ! Don’t dismiss death so lightly 
when you know nothing about it. Creatures having teeth as big as 
shovels and eyes as big as ovens in terrible shapes will tie you up 
and whisk you away. Who has the strength to escape them?” 

‘Aw, I have seen all those. Every night a few of them come and 
make faces at me. They melt into nothingness the moment I glare at 
them. Someone looks like Kedar Tiadi. Someone else looks like 
Baanchha Paikray. They wring their hands and show their teeth. A 
lot of naked males like hairy bears. They all vanish into thin air when 
I spit at them. It is not just today. Since ages | have lived with these 
messengers of death. I have fought with them. They ve killed me 
many times. I ve torn them into pieces many times. Death vanishes 
every time when I wake up. I know those shameless rascals. What 
do they think of the wife of Govinda Das ?° 

I was stunned to see Api Nani's contidence in herself, her self- 
esteem and her determination not to allow any male to come anywhere 
near her. I was convinced that Api Nani could fight with Yama if she 
wanted to do so. What was death before her ? She could pulverize it 
under her feet. Who had the might to pull away this tigress—this 
proud, chaste woman ? 1 felt suffocated with hot breath. Water 


* Bhauja-sister in law. 
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started flowing from my eyes and nose. The hairs stood on ends all 
over my body. 

Mother laughed again, ‘If you are so chaste, why couldn't you 
snatch away Govinda Das from Yama ?’ 

Api Nani smiled wheezingly, ‘What could I tell you, Bhauja. You'd 
think $ am telling you a lie. But this is truth for me. Do you think he 
has gone anywhere ? He has hidden himself in this house as long as 
I have lived. He is a shy man. He has never raised his face and 
looked at me. All the time he has made way for me with his face 
lowered. I’ve taken the vow that I'd rid him of his shyness this time. 
The effeminate fellow will come. He will call me by pulling my hand. 
Only then III go. Don't think III run after him just like that.’ 

‘Why don’t you call Lord Jagannath if you know that your end 
is at hand ? Why are you running after all these shadows ? Why talk 
of Govinda Das—no one is here. You are only seeing things. You 
wrest your mind from those things. Think of the Lord.’ Father tried 
to remonstrate her in this manner and walked away inside the house. 
Api Nani had been staring at his brother intensely. 

‘Oh, save it ! Don’t | know your Lord Jagannath ! He is my 
enemy ! He’s been after me throughout my life out of envy. He seems 
to be making faces at me all the time. He has snatched away everyone 
from me. He's destroyed my world. He has snatched away my father, 
mother, sister, husband, cattle, everything. Even now He is pressing 
me down. I’ve been trying to push Him away. He is sticking to my 
wall like a picture. I’ve been trying to brush Him away like dirt. | am 
not able to fight Him. I begged Him to leave me alone and to return 
my world to me. He entered my palms and glared as usual at me. 1 
know He is not going to leave me alone. He will destroy me. Only 
then He'd be happy ! Do you know what I’m scared of now ? 
Govinda Das would look at me when he calls me by pulling my hand 
! If his eyes do not blink at the time ? If his fair face becomes jet 
black ? What shall 1 do then ?° 

Father called from inside, ‘Get ready to leave. Where is that 
Baidhar ?° 

1 entered the house like a stupid fellow. I could not look at the 
face of Api Nani. | could not look at anyone’s face. | kept on standing 
on the inner verandah just like that. I had no idea what arrangements 
had to be made for that journey of Api Nani. 
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‘They can build a palace here if they like. Each one of them is a 
billionaire. We hear that they are arriving after the Kali Puja. Whatever 
they decide sitting together will be done.’ 

‘You are the oldest person around. This family has sustained 
itself since those days. What do you want ? Should this be converted 
into a dharmasala or a temple or a hotel ?° 

‘I have been guarding this property since I was ten years old. I 
have now crossed fifty. They sent money to me asking me to come. 
I have gone to each one of them. No one is any less than the other. 
They are all steeped in riches. But no one has stepped anywhere 
near this property in the past twenty five years.’ 

‘The old man was staying here, no ? Has no one ever come to 
see how he was making out ?’ 

‘No. That is the secret of this family. 1 have stayed here for so 
many years. But I could know nothing. All the five sons have stayed 
away from this place as if they had taken a vow. They have sent 
money. But I am not very sure about that too. No one knows what 
horrible secret they harbour.’ 

‘The father passed away. Even then none of them came. Tongues 
are wagging, you know.’ 

‘I have tried to persuade them as much as I could. But they have 
not been able to free themselves from some kind of a shackle. I 
would not know what had kept them in check. But I know that one 
lakh rupees had arrived at the time of the funeral rites of the master. 
His friends and foes here were fighting over him here. The lady of 
the house had passed away since long. At the time of the marriage 
of the eldest son. At that time the master had looked after everything.” 

‘Oh, come on, save your clever words ! One would be born as a 
son and would not even offer a glass of \water at the time of the 
death of his father. Would not light the pyre. What kind of a son is 
that ?° 

‘I have also felt the same way. I have cried a great deal. But the 
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old man has never as much as opened his lips. He has never blamed 
any of the sons. I have heard him speak when pressed by friends 
and relatives, “I have made them take a vow. None of them will 
come here as long as I am around here.” What vow ? Why has he 
made them take such a vow ? No one has the guts to ask about 
that?” 

‘They could have come after the death of the old man.’ 

‘Oh no. They had been specifically asked to arrive on the last day 
of this month, this year. Five years have gone by since the old man 
gave up the ghost. Friends and foes alike filed suits in the meantime 
for the properties. 1 have gone to Delhi, Nagpur, Gwalior, etc. with 
the advocate. The sons have done the needful sitting over there. 
They have spent huge amounts. No one has been able to do anything. 
The courts have ruled in favour of the sons.’ 

‘Have they told you that they are coming at the end of this month ?’ 

‘They were getting ready to come. They have asked me to be on 
guard. The vow would be over this month. Who knows what fate 
holds in store after that ?’ 

‘The old man was living here alone for ten years. Did he never 
feel like meeting the sons ?’ 

‘No, he turned his face around whenever 1 raised the issue.’ 

‘Aw, forget it. It is beyond us to understand all these.’ 

Bhola was explaining things about that family to Amar, a boy of 
the same locality, standing near the bungalow of Daulatram. The 
bungalows abounded with many rumours. They faded away after 
sometime. Daulatram had visited England in his time. He had his 
business at the Calcutta marketplace. Did business with overseas 
firms. Enormous wealth. He looked like a prince and was just twenty 
five years old. He might have married an English woman if he had 
wanted it. But instead he decided to marry an English speaking girl 
of the Bengali Dutta family. She was eight years younger than him. 
There were opposition from people of his caste. He did not bother 
for anyone. He married that tall‘and beautiful Bengali girl. When he 
was ostracised by the others, he left Calcutta for ever. He conducted 
business in Delhi, Gwalior, Nagpur, Ajmer, Bombay, etc. He amassed 
immense wealth. Five sons were born within eleven years of marriage. 
Daultram’s family flourished like a bed of lotus plants. The eldest 
son was sent to England when he was fifteen years old. Others 
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were sent to study in English medium at Lovedale, Xaviers or 
Stephens. The storm came at that time. Lots of shouting could be 
heard from the house. No one could know what was wrong. Daultram 
and his wife maintained an outward facade socially. But Bhola could 
notice a chasm developing between them gradually. 

He came awake suddenly in the nights to hear the Daulatram 
couple abusing each other in slang language in the dead of the night. 
He had a feeling that they were fighting over some third person. 

They were not talking to each other for a week or two at intervals. 
The veins and arteries of the house seemed to be taut. The silence 
was chilling. And then lightning seemed to be striking from all sides. 

Hema Dutta. Once Daultram’s wife stayed at her father’s house 
for two years at a stretch. The children used to go away to Calcutta 
in the vacations only after a perfunctory visit to the father. From 
there they used to go back to their places of study. Daulatram started 
drinking at that time. He looked fearsome those days. 

After that Hema returned to this city. But she stayed in the right 
side of the bungalow. Daulatram stayed in the left wing. Bhola and 
some other helpers were in between. They served both the sides. 

One day Daulatram ordered to clean and decorate his ante room. 
He also ordered for good food to be prepared. Food which the 
mistress loved was cooked. Bhola was busy in his work, very happy. 
He had hoped that some kind of compromise would take place. The 
invisible fence would be demolished. 

But nothing of the sort occurred. Hema Dutta went away to eat 
at the railway hotel. Daulatram was fuming. The food was lying just 
like that. He went on drinking throughout the night. He lied 
unconscious till late in the morning. That day he packed his bag and 
went away somewhere without telling anything to anyone. He 
returned after three months. 

And thus, there was no rapprochment between the two of them 
any more. 

Then the eldest son Dharmaraj's marriage took place. He himself 
had decided on the daughter of a billionaire at Delhi. The sons had 
been taking care of their own businesses. The youngest son was 
twenty one years old by that time. He was staying with the eldest 
brother. He had to take over the properties and business at Indore. 
The marriage took place at Delhi itself. The parents went there for 
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the occasion. Bhola heard that five to seven lakh of rupees had been 
spent by the groom and party. 

Daulatram returned alone two days after the marriage. Hema stayed 
for some time with the children. She had shed tears at the time of 
leaving them. She had said that they might not see her again. 

The children knew that something had kept hanging like a terrible 
curse between their parents. But no one had the courage to ask what 
was wrong. 

Hema returned. At ten o’clock the same night, there were hot 
exchange of words between the two of them. Two days later Hema 
died. People whispered among themselves. But the waves of 
Daulatram’s money washed away everything. He had apparently 
telegraphed the children to come only after fifteen years. 

Dharmaraj had started out for this place alongwith his four 
brothers. However, things took a different turn when his pilot officer 
uncle Nikhil Dutta and grandfather Sukumar Dutta reached Delhi 
suddenly. Both of them cried a great deal. They were very angry. 
But they restrained the brothers from coming here. They did not 
spell out the reasons. 

And things have gone on in this manner till today. 

It was pretty cold by December end. Two cars came and stood 
in front of Daulatram's bungalow. Bhola and five others stood outside 
in a row and made obeisance. 

The owners of the bungalow arrived. Daulatram's five sons and 
two grandsons. None of the women of the family had come. No one 
knew why none of them had come. Perhaps the brothers had not 
wanted that any one else should be privy to the most secret matter 
of their family. Bhola opened the locks of all the rooms as they 
entered the house. He placed tea on the dining table for everyone. 

The two grandsons ran all over the house. They loved to walk 
around on the marble floor of the house. They were amused by the 
old-fashioned, carved tables, chairs, sofa sets, beds, mirrors, etc. 
They could not believe their eyes on seeing the doors and dining 
tables made out of teak and ivory. 

But the five brothers were very grave. They came out after 
finishing their daily chores in their respective rooms. Bhola placed 
hot idlis before everyone on Dharmaraj’s order. He placed silver 
‘Spoons and forks and imported crockeries on the table. 
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The brothers finished breakfast in silence. There was very little 
conversation. A weird shadow seemed to have hung over all of them. 

‘Okay, Bhola, take us to the treasury room of Father,’ Dharmaraj 
said. 

He signalled at the other four to accompany him. Bhola’s heart 
started beating fast. Who knew what trouble had been lying inside 
like a cobra in a snake charmer's basket. He only knew that the lock 
of that room had been sealed. No one had opened that even when 
lawsuits were going on. 

A large drawing room. The door of the treasury was on its south 
wall. Carpets had been laid and sofa sets had been arranged inside. 

As they reached the drawing room, Dharmaraj told Bhola, ‘You 
may go now. Take the boys around the town. Take them to the 
temple too.’ 

Bhola understood. As he came out, the drawing room door was 
was closed from inside. 

Dharmaraj sat down on the sofa. Looking at everyone, he said, 
‘We are perhaps going to face the biggest crisis of our life. | am 
proposing that all of us should bear it manly. The reason is that our 
parents are not around to either change anything or to answer our 
questions. But we will be coming face to face with our roots today.’ 

He took out a small packet from his punjabi pocket. He took out 
a small sealed parcel from inside that. He showed it and said that the 
parcel contained the key of the treasury. Their father’s seal was on 
the parcel. ‘To be opened on October 30th 1992’ had been written 
on it. 

All of them were quiet for some time—like they were giving due 
respect to the order. They had abided by that unalterable order all 
these years. 

There was a short letter attached to the key. The letter wanted to 
convey the message that there was no necessity for any of the brothers 
to come there before that particular date. 

All of them were ill at ease. 

The youngest brother got up and increased the speed of the fan. 
Dharmaraj broke the seal and took out the key before everyone. 

The seal on the lock was also broken. All of them seemed 
somewhat concerned. They seemed tired too. Some unknown fear 
had gripped them. 
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The treasury room opened without a sound. 

There were three large iron chests inside. A bunch of keys was 
hanging from the middie. Perhaps that contained the keys to all the 
chests. 

His hand was shaking lightly as Dharmaraj opened the iron chest 
in the middle. There was a small, beautiful box like an ornament 
box. There was a letter in an envelope on top of that. There was no 
address on the envelope. Only a date had been mentioned—October 
30, 1992. 

Dharmaraj sat down on the floor with the letter in his hand. The 
others sat near him. The letter was opened. 

On top of the letter it had been written, ‘Are all five of you 
present ? No one except your brothers should be present here.’ 

After that the handwritten letter of Daulatram— 

‘Dharmaraj, Balraj, Dhanraj, Nagraj, Debraj—I don't know how 
else I can address you. I cannot also avoid telling you about this 
letter. It would be proper that I should have passed away before 
you read this Ietter. Even if I am alive, I promise you that I won't be 
here on October 30, 1992.’ 

Dharmaraj lifted his face from the letter and looked at his brothers. 
The faces were looking dull and lifeless. He started reading again. 

Today it is the 30th October, 1992; it is the golden jubilee of my 
marriage. I had married Hema Dutta at Calcutta fifty years back. At 
that time I had thought that she was the most beautiful woman on 
«earth. Even now that idea of mine has remained unchanged. I loved 
her too much. I could not bear it if anyone else as much as looked 
at her. 1 was suspicious and envious if she even smiled at any one 
-out of courtesy. 

‘We have gone around the whole of India. 1 had guarded her like 
a shadow. I never left her alone for a moment.’ 

‘But a time came when I felt that she did not care for me any 
longer. 1 was suspicious. But I never believed that she was having 
an affair with someone else. One day I could not take it any longer. 
I asked her about it. The way she laughed at me, I knew that she 
was cheating on me. That was why she was showing such 
effrontery.’ 

‘After that the most terrible misfortunes of my life came my 
way. lam not able to describe all that. 1 had only asked her, “I do 
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not know with whom you are having affairs. But some day | am 
going to unmask you. But just have a little pity on me. Tell me who 
do these five sons belong to. Are they mine or not ?”° ° 

Dharmaraj moved his face away from the letter. He heaved a 
deep sigh. He collected himself ina moment and again started reading. 

‘For an answer, she has stabbed me in the chest a few times. In 
this box you will find the three sentences which she has written to 
me at intervals. | have suffered death throes for a year and a half on 
reading the first sentence. After that the second one. And three years 
later, the third sentence—after the marriage of Dharmaraj. She 
murdered me. 1’d have been happy if I could have really killed her. 
But she cheated me. She deprived me of even that opportunity. 

‘She drank poison and went to sleep in the night. I will not tell 
you how | had my revenge. But that slut was looking as beautiful as 
an angel even after her death.’ 

‘I do not have any relationship with you. Even then I am not 
depriving you of the family name. You read the confessions of your 
own mother. Read the letters serially.’ 


Yoursunfortunate 
Daulatram 


The five brothers sat still for a long time with their heads down. 
Nothing else was audible except the whirring sound of the fan 
overhead. Dharmaraj's face seemed pale. 

The other four brothers had also been sitting with their heads 
down in the same way. No words were coming forth from anyone. 

Finally, Balraj said with a finality, ‘All right. We have heard what 
there was to be heard. Only a bit more is left to hear. Why should we 
be afraid of getting drenched now that we have entered the sea ? Let 
Brother open the box and read the letters.’ 

Dharmaraj did not say anything. He extended the box towards 
Debraj. 

Debraj opened the box. Letter number one had been placed on 
top. Small envelope. Rose coloured. Expensive stationery. 

He opened the envelope and took out the letter. Small, brown- 
coloured thick paper. Almost like a visiting card. The following had 
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been written in feminine handwriting in English : ‘One son is not 
yours.’ 

So one of the five sons did not belong to Daulatram. The other 
four were his sons. 

Debraj started when he read the sentence. Could a mother speak 
like that in such clear voice ? Who did she refer to ? Who was he ? 

Who was he ? Who was he ? Who was he ? 

The typhoon of this poisonous question swirled in everyone's 
mind. Everyone was afraid that he could be that unfortunate creature. 
And again the possibility of the other four also passed like lightning. 

The five of them sat exhausted and weary as if they had been hit 
by sledgehammers. Who could provide an answer to this gruesome 
question ? The poison of suspicion was taking hold of them. Everyone 
was sweating. All of them would be reassured if someone could 
identify the one by pointing a finger. The identified brother would 
also acknowledge the inevitable. 

The poison of this suspicion must have gnawed at the vitals of 
Daulatram. He must have asked Hema Dutta time and again about it. 
He must have grovelled, shrieked and hallucinated. But Hema Dutta 
would not have removed this poisonous arrow from Daulatram's 
ribs. How could woman be so cruel ? 

The eyes of the five brothers had been filled with tears. The 
nostrils of Balraj had swollen out of anger. His eyes seemed to emit 
sparks and smoke. 

Everyone could hear Dhanraj grinding his teeth and hitting his 
fist on the ground. 

Dharmaraj collected all the fire in his stomach and said, ‘Debraj, 
read the next letter.’ 

He picked up the second envelope and tore at it angrily. The letter 
inside got torn from one side. But he did not read the steel sword like 
sentence written on it. He extended it to Nagra}. 

‘One son is yours.’ 

The five brothers roared. Balraj tore at his hair and started shaking 
with anger. 

Debraj covered his face with his two hands. The same sharp, 
unresolved question here too. Who was that one ? Perhaps if he was 
identified, the others would kil! that bastard. 

But majority reassured them in a strange way as against 
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misfortune. Let there be a true son among us. How did it make a 
difference ? Four of us wére standing here with a garland of shoes 
around our necks. 

The insult seemed to have spread somehow. Its sharpness got 
blunt in a way. The blow silenced everything. But there was neither 
any pain nor bleeding from the wound. 

This time everyone recovered in a little while. They raised their 
eyes upwards and looked. Dhanraj looked at the roof in a depressed 
manner. As if all of them were convicted criminals. 

But they could not look at each other. Who knew the other might 
be that true son. 

Dharmaraj pulled the box near him. Quietly, he picked up the 
third letter and opened it. His brow straightened on reading that letter. 
A faint smile seemed to appear and disappear quickly. He read in a 
clear voice, ‘No son is yours.’ 

Thunder struck. The earth burst in the middle. No one survived. 
Everyone was devoured by Rahu. It devoured the whole sky including 
the sun, the moon, the stars. 

The fatherhood of the half-burnt Daulatram must have gone up 
in flames in the fire of this sentence. The fire would have gone out 
from the heap of ash. He would have got relief from the eternal 
torture. Daulatram would have been grateful to Hema Dutta for this 
ultimate hurt. Is it not a symbol of sympathy and kindness to kill an 
animal writhing in terrible pain ? 

In the same way the five brothers felt grateful towards their 
mother. They all had a commonality now. The suspicion tearing at 
each of them had vanished. 

After that Daulatram must also have heaved a sigh of relief like 
these brothers. There would have been no occasion to feel hurt after 
being totally annihilated. Dharmaraj fell prostrate on the carpet. He 
looked at the roof without blinking. 

Balraj stood up and started moving back and forth with his hands 
crossed behind him. 

Dhanraj said with his head down, ‘Get up. Time to go.’ 

But no one seemed to have heard him. No one responded. 

Suddenly Debraj was heard speaking with great concern, ‘What 
is this ?’ 

Everyone started. Again they gathered together. Debraj had 
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removed a plate from under the box. It was a secret shelf. Another 
paper was visible inside that. 

He took it out quickly. 

The letter had been written by Hema Dutta. 

Dharmaraj ordered, ‘Read.’ 

‘I have no idea if anyone is going to read this letter. If it continues 
to remain inside this secret shelf, perhaps it will stay there for all 
time to come. I have no qualms about it too. I won’t be around by 
the time someone reads this. Even then, my inner self desires that 
someone should read it finally.’ 

‘Daulatram is a very clever man. Perhaps he will be able to lay 
his hand on this letter. I’d have been very happy to see how he will 
tear off his hair on reading this. He’d perhaps tear up my clothes, 
bed and al! other belongings. Perhaps he’d wail like a child. But I 
would not be around to see that.’ 

‘May be he won’t get the scent of this letter. He will never forgive 
me for the slow death that I have inflicted on him through my answers. 
I have not been able to forgive him either. Perhaps he will tear me to 
pieces after my death. Bloody animal ! Does anyone love somebody 
like this ? So fiercely, so blindly, so madly ! Like an animal ? As if 
he'd bite with his teeth and devour. How could anyone possess like 
that ? It was atrocious.’ 

‘He calls me the most beautiful woman on earth. I too know that 
I am beautiful. But I am no prostitute just because I am beautiful. 
All along, he has cast aspersions on my character. Initially, I had 
thought it to be the signs of an envious lover. It was natural that 
heads would turn towards me wherever I! go. Daulatram thought 
that 1 was perhaps winking at those people or smiling at them. I 
forgot the minimum etiquette because of him. I did not venture 
outside. He wanted to enjoy me by keeping me locked inside the 
house like an animal. Those days I was always pregnant. Oh, there 
was a limit to tolerance. He thought that 1 was having an affair with 
everyone who visited the house. He even feigned that he was going 
out of station in order to be able to spy on me.’ 

‘One day my brother had arrived in his absence. We were having 
tea on the balcony. He got down from the car and rushed at us. I 
died out of shame the way he stood before us and the manner in 
which he asked, ‘“‘What is going on here ?”’ 
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‘My brother stood up with the cup of tea in his hand. “Why 
Daulat Bhai ! Hema, get a cup of tea for Daulat Bhai.” ’ 

‘No, there is no need for tea or anything else. I can understand 
everything.’ 

‘What did that animal mean by it ?° 

‘That day my brother left. That day I severed my relationship 
with him.’ 

‘After that he quarrelled with me on small issues. He tortured 
me, raped me. I ran away to Calcutta. I could never forgive him in 
seven lives for what took place there.’ 

‘I was heartbroken with grief. The children were away. And this 
fellow had been making life miserable for me. | was sick. I was 
lying on bed. Father had come and sat near the pillow. I had rested 
my head on his lap. He was running his fingers over my head and 
consoling me.’ 

‘No one knew when he had reached Calcutta. He came straight 
into my bedroom and stood near me. He glared at me and my father.’ 

‘Father stood up quietly and left. After that 1 should have died 
instantly on hearing what he told me standing near the bed. I should 
have killed him on the spot. He had gone down to the level of an 
animal.’ 

‘I could not take it any longer. I scratched at him and kicked him. 
He stripped me naked. The bloody animal ! I agreed to come here 
finally. I revolted openly. I did not dare go near the children for fear 
he’d take even that amiss for he was behaving like a lunatic by 
then.’ 

‘One day Bhola had gone out after serving me lunch. He was 
hiding somewhere. He came near me and spoke in the same uncouth 
way. It was unbearable. That day 1 developed the ultimate hatred for 
him. That day 1 decided to have my revenge.’ 

‘I had answered his insulting question through the first letter. He 
had never expected that his suspicion might be so terribly true. He 
started rotting thereafter. I could stay alone. | could roam around 
freely. He did not protest. He only requested me to tell him which 
son was not his. Perhaps he would have changed his will if he'd 
have known it. 1 did not give him any answer. I had no pity for him. 
After a year and a half, he made arrangement for lunch one day. He 
had invited me. To tell the name of that son. I did not go to eat. On 
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the other hand, 1 made arrangement for the second letter to reach 
him. He became stark, raving mad. He vanished for three months. 
He did not talk to me any more when he returned.’ ' 

‘He was getting tanked. He was looking like a ghost. 1 cannot 
recollect seeing that kind of face elsewhere. Still I could not forgive 
him.’ 

‘In the meantime Dharmaraj got married. In order to punish him, 
I was undergoing unspeakable hardship. I could not look straight at 
the faces of my own children. When he left after the marriage, I 
decided that I was going to save my children from these flames. 
They were away. Let them live that way. In a way, I had bid them 
farewell.’ 

‘After that 1 wrote my final ammunition in the third letter. It is 
with me now.’ 

‘It is now one in the morning. 1 am going to empty my ornament 
box and hide this letter in the secret shelf. 1 will also keep the third 
letter on top and take farewell. 1 will empty the bottle of sedatives 
into my mouth.’ 

‘But let me write the final confession here. As God is my witness, 
I swear that I have never allowed any male except Daulatram to 
touch me. All the five sons belong to him. O God, let them be happy. 
Let them not be affected by the flames in which I have burnt 
throughout my life. I am not in the least bothered whether Daulatram 
lives or dies. But how he is going to suffer. Oh...’ 

‘O Lord, please forgive me. Forgive Daulat too. Forgive... Sd/ 
Hema Dutta.’ 

The five brothers were thunderstruck. The waxhouse was going 
up in flames in front of their very eyes. Who helped them cross the 
tunnel under the earth and come near the cool breeze near the river ? 
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To helt with it ! Am I expected to sit here and cry ! This house was 
always lonely like this. The breakfast dishes stayed liké that on the 
table till two in the afternoon. I dirtied the bedroom screen by wiping 
my hand on its left hand corner everyday. My dresses lay on one 
side of the bed while the towel was thrown on the other side 
everyday. 

Oh yes, I admit that what was there in the other room is no 
longer there. It could not be helped. For the last four to five months 
that room felt damp all over. It was filled with the smell of dettol and 
phenyl. That is no longer there. That bed, the thin bedspread, that 
small table, the commode—of what use were they any longer ! 

Oh no, this cigar has also become damp. How did it happen ? 
Yes, it rained a bit sometime back. I wanted to smoke. That emaciated 
Brahmin did not allow that—he said that smoking was prohibited in 
the burial ground. What did that rascal know ? He was talking all 
bunkum—this has become straight—that has become curved— 
arrange all the wood from north to south—keep the ghee pot here 
—keep the fire ready. Idiot! Did he understand more than me as to 
how to keep that body in a convenient way and how it should be 
moved in a manner that the end of the wood will not remain near the 
stomach ? Had he lived with her for fifty three years ? 

What else could be done now except sit on a chair in the drawing 
room with a book in hand and pull at a cigar ? In her own time that 
maidservant would come and clean a couple of utensils. Of course, 
today was slightly different. She might enter the other room to sweep 
it. Nothing is forbidden today. I had forbidden her earlier as I was 
required to do that work. Was there anyone else in this entire world 
who had that prerogative ! For six months I did all her work— 
taking her to the toilet, changing her clothes, everything. In the 
process I became slightly thinner. Of course, that did not mean a 
thing. There were no changes in my food habits. Why was she 
crying like that when I made some upma on the stove for her the 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


110 Father Samuel and other stories 


first time and served her ? All women were perhaps like that ! No, 
perhaps all mothers were like that. I tried to explain everything to 
her. 1 caressed her head. I ran my fingers on her bony chest. She 
could not speak at all. Caressing me in her stick-like hand, she went 
on sobbing for a long time. She was really star-crossed. 

What else could happen to someone who had given birth to a son 
like me ? Could anything change if she cried like that ? But she will 
cry. She has cried like that throughout her life. An utter fool. 

I cannot manage if I do not drink a little bit in the evening. I will 
grumble without any reason and my mood will be off without it. 1 
remember that at times I also became a bit harsh. Initially 1 was 
drinking in the sly. But my mother was also nobody’s fool. She had 
known about it since the beginning. She served rice for me in the 
large plate and sat near me with a fan in hand a few days after my 
father's death. Wasn't she wearing white saris earlier ? She was 
wearing them. That Khirodrapat looked really stunning on her. But 
she was looking too ordinary in that borderless white sari. Dal had 
been served in the large pot earmarked for my father. | remember I 
had mixed feelings while 1 was eating. Only the head of the family 
could eat in that plate and pot. Something pressed down on me 
heavily. But I was also elated in a strange way. Was I really wishing 
in my subconscious that my father should die ? Was I wishing him 
defeat being his rival ? My mother was waving the fan quietly and 
was sobbing in silence. 

I had disobeyed my father in many things. I was feeling sorry for 
him the way he was crossing swords with the growing son in 
meaningless things. He seemed very childish at such times. I loved 
him; but also pitied him. Poor man ! He could not understand it that 
he wanted me to be his follower in everything like any other father. 
He showed me the photographs of many girls before I had passed 
M.A. I had only laughed it off. I had replied straight that I was not 
going to marry. He was confused and depressed. He was very hurt 
too. 

Stupid ! Why should I have married ? I did not have the time to 
put up with all that—even now I do not have. I loved drinking. My 
father used to drink too, I know that. But I was hooked on two 
things. All my earnings got exhausted in that. How could I have 
taken care of another person ? Only this month I spent nine hundred 
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rupees on books. A beer bottle sometime costs fifty rupees in this 
poor country. Yet I could not live without drinking nor could I live 
without reading. And that other thing—that seems quite childish 
now. Mrs. Das and Mrs. Malhotra invite me even now. At times I 
go. Everything goes as before. But it all seems like a matter of habit. 

Ultimately, 1 did not marry—I mean, I could not marry. There 
was no need either. Father died in my absence. I came after | was 
informed. Many people joined together and held feasts for about 
twelve to thirteen days. At times some people joined together and 
cried as if they were maintaining a tradition. They talked of many 
things surrounding my mother. Mother also became normal gradually. 
That day she was sobbing in silence after serving food for me in the 
large plate. She should have cried. That was quite natural. I had 
been eating with my head lowered. Suddenly someone could be heard 
saying, “‘Why don’t you give another piece of fish to Raju ?” My 
hand became still. I kept staring without blinking. I slipped back to 
a long time back without being aware of it. My mother was wearing 
that Khirodrapat there. The large frame of my father. Huge arms. 
Thick moustache. I was sitting in a half pant with the small plate in 
front of me. Mother was fanning silently. Father really wanted that I 
should be given another piece of fish. He had understood my need 
of an extra piece of fish better than anyone else. Father was really a 
very nice person. 

I blinked. Looking so wretched in a borderless white cotton sari, 
mother was sitting in the same way with a fan in hand. Her hand 
had also stopped in the midair. She was also looking vacantly ahead 
of her. Was she able to see the same scene ? Was she able to hear the 
same thing ? Would she have got up from that place to get another 
piece of fish for me ? Was any invisible person present there and 
swimming in the air ? 

I locked the house and came here with my mother. Mother had 
brought all the dresses and other belongings of father. I did not use 
them out of fear and shyness. One day in winter I had worn his 
closed-neck coat. As I left the house I had tumed back. Mother was 
standing by the side of the door screen. I was scared. I broke into a 
sweat on the road. I removed it and put it on a chair in the college. 
Only then I went to take my class. I could not teach properly 
throughout the day. Fear was stalking me all the time. That evening 
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I drank a great deal sitting near Padhi. I returned late in the night. I 
threw the coat on mother. Then I! went to sleep without eating 
anything. Mother had perhaps cried throughout that night. I could 
know on seeing her face the next morning. Why was she always 
crying like that ? There might not be another stupid character like 
her. 

I donated many dresses of father for the flood-affected people. 
Some others were eaten away by rats. The large plate of my father 
fell from a height and was broken into pieces. Every time mother 
had cried a great deal. Now there were no belongings of father in the 
house... only his memory was left. A shadow of his features on my 
face like a reflection on the water—everything was hazy. 

I started playing cards almost every evening. There was a thrill in 
playing with small stakes. I played that way. I knew all the tricks of 
the game of bridge. I had read all the famous books. But I made 
mistakes just at the time of playing and I lost. The same thing in 
racing too. Others won with my tips—I myself had not won even 
once. 

I knew how to lecture at length. My mother always restrained 
me from talking like that while sitting near the rice plate. She asked 
me to keep quiet, get married and set up home. She paraded girls 
before me. | laughed at that. The girls went away. Their mothers 
talked to me wearing sad faces. They also went away after that. 

Aw, these women were always like that. 1 had enjoyed many 
women. They had forgotten me. I! had also forgotten them. | have 
never desired to bring anyone permanently and keep her with me as 
wife. Had I not loved them ? It was not that. I had loved them very 
much. Could I live without falling in love with them ? But | did not 
have any more time with me than what I had given each of them. 

Mostly | was returning home tired. Initially, mother was feeding 
me something. After that | was smoking my cigar. | was disturbing 
the rows of books on the table which she used to arrange neatly 
everyday. ! was humming to myself. | was not listening to what she 
was telling me while virtually running after me. I tried not to understand 
her words even if I heard them. If she asked for money, I gave her 
everything I had. She was doing the shopping for me. She was 
cooking and serving food. She did not eat as long as I had not eaten. 
She remained awake until 1 slept. She was a very unhappy mother. 
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A bit of an oddball, stupid, black, grey-haired, short was this mother 
of mine. 

‘Mother, why don’t you take out your silk saris and wear them ? 
Why have you saved them ? Who else do you think is going to wear 
them ?’ 

Resting her hand on her cheek, she looked at me uncomprehen- 
dingly and then burst out laughing. Immediately thereafter, she broke 
into a sob. 

‘Listen to the shameless talk of my learned son ! All these years 
I have been waiting for you to bring a daughter-in-law home. Who 
else will wear them ?? They are all good luck silks.’ As she said this 
tears rolled down her eyes. Her nose started running. She cried at 
everything. 

Five months back she just fell down while standing. I picked her 
up. She was shivering. There was a fever. After that she could not 
talk any more. Her limbs did not move. The neighbours came in 
batches. 

‘Now you have only to attend on her, Sir. There is no other way. 
Seventy year old woman. She cannot recover from this.’ 

No way she could recover from this. She was only looking at me 
from her bed. She was hearing everything. She understood everything. 
She was crying without any break. Wrinkles were growing every 
minute on her face like a wet cloth. 

I felt very odd. That night the women of the neighbourhood 
stood guard on her in batches. They collected her urine in a pot. 
They fed her with medicines. They gave her water. Then they all 
slipped away under some pretext or other. No one was willing to do 
that work except the sweepers. There was another fellow whom 
she owned because she had given birth to him—ultimately he was 
going to do everything—and he did too. 

I had no idea that urine smelt so badly when it was left like that. 
My first work every morning was to clean that urine pot. Next I had 
to pick up the old woman and put her on the commode so that she 
could sit leaning against the wall. The day's work started thus. These 
cheroots are very strong. But I could not hold myself in check the 
first day try as I might. I went and vomitted. How could I serve her 
without sleeping near that bed of hers ? I slept there for three to four 
days. I could not sleep in the nights. I was in a bad mood throughout 
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the dav. Go to hell ! Service my foot ! I tried to argue with 
myself in a thousand different ways. But 1 could not hold myself in 
check. Grinding my teeth, | wanted to smash that old woman on 
the bed itself. 

I had no idea what I had done but she only stared at my face as 
if she was scared. I had no sleep in the night. To counter the aches 
of my body and soul, | had downed a couple of drinks in the morning. 
My lips were pale. There was a stubble on my chin. There were 
black spots around my eyes. My hair might be unkempt. The dilated 
eyeballs might have turned red. She might not have found her little 
boy in that. 

Oh, get lost ! Do I find my mother within you ? My mother was 
taking me into her laps while dusting me. She made me drink milk. 
She was wearing the Khirodrapat sari. Was this old woman the same 
person ? Do I have to pay back to her what she had done for me ? Is 
this moneylending business that principal and compound interest 
would be calculated ? She was taking care of that baby so that he 
may live. Is she going to live any more whatever care you take of 
her ? She herself will get mixed up in piss and shit. And she will pull 
another in it just because he had come from inside her womb. To 
hell with it ! The sooner this one conks out, the better it is. 

That day I had broken into a sweat moving from one side to the 
other in the courtyard . Without eating anything 1 had gone out of 
the house. | hadn't even bothered to look at mother's face. My 
whole body was always stinking of urine. All the time 1 had the 
tendency to vomit. Oh God, what a terrible state of affairs ! I was 
smoking cheroots without a pause. I was not at home. I was moving 
in the vicinity. 

My head reeled near the Pandey sweetmeat shop. I felt like eating 
something. Good sweets were available there. The electric fan was 
making a whirring sound. Smoke was moving around that room. I 
felt much better when I sat for sometime in shade with my face 
covered by my hands. Steps could be heard. A glass of water was 
placed on the table. 

‘What shall I bring ?’ 

‘What sweets do you have ?° 

‘Everything ... rasogollas, chumchums, gulab jamuns, sandesh, 
rasmallai, pedas ....’ 
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I don’t know if I ordered anything. But the boy waiked away 
and returned with two pedas on a plate. 

As I put my finger on a peda, I wanted to laugh. Shall I lick that 
fingertip ? 

‘Why are you behaving as if you have never eaten pedas ? Why 
don’t you chew on it ? The mouth will smell like pure, country ghee. 
When you chew it, your mouth will be full of milk and rabri... let us. 
see, pass one down to me ....’ 

‘No, no. Father does not like that. You come near me. We will eat 
those pedas together.’ 

‘What happened, Sir? Why don’t you eat ?’ 

The tip of the finger slipped from top of the peda. I drank the 
glass of water only and stood up. 

‘Pack twenty of these pedas for me.’ 

Pressed by the toothless gums, the mouth was full of milk and 
rabri. Mother was purring like a kitten. She was happy. Tears were 
rolling down her eyes. 

I felt like caressing her face. She looked very nice. I looked at 
her face for a long time holding it between my two hands. A thousand 
pages opened up like a book. The days and nights, mornings and 
evenings, happiness and sorrows, conversations, mannerisms of fifty 
years—moving pictures in every page-bits of sweet talks. Those 
never-ending words and pictures were coming up from the sea of 
milk of those pedas from that toothless mouth. 

I put lavender in warm water and gave my mother a bath. I 
wrapped her up in the Khirodrapat sari not knowing how one wore 
it. I swabbed the room in phenyl and sprinkled lavender.A lot of dust 
and heat got washed away. My lungs were full of the smell of lavender 
and incense. That fragrance took possession of my insides. 

Everything fell into a form after that. People came. Medicines 
came. The cook came. Washerwoman, sweeper—each took charge 
of her own area. Mother had been staring like a parrot tooking from 
inside an earthen cage. There was contentment in her eyes. 

Everything went like clockwork. Happily, I drank a little bit in the 
evenings. I listened to music. I read for a couple of hours. My friends 
also dropped in. 1 took them to mother... Baraha Shastri came and 
prodded me on. I got hooked on reading Sanskrit. He read and 
explained Meghdoot to me. Oh, how I wanted to read it again and 
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again ! I was always hearing the bilambit taal of Mandakranta. New 
clouds started murmuring within me. Flowers bloomed on the edges 
of stone. The cloud flew into the infinite north like a friend carrying 
the message of my soul. My inside and outside were wet with the 
“breathings of clouds. I heard a weird murmur for the first time in 
life. What a strange experience it was indeed to be a lover ! I was 
carried away by overwhelming emotions... The heaven was almost 
visible. The strings of the violin drenched in tears were visible. Brt 
who was that bride staring at the booming clouds through the 
window ? No definite shape of her was visible. The clouds covered 
the skies. Water ran over the pictures. My eyes were full of tears 
when I was looking at the book at midnight sitting in a chair. The 
stupid fellow... 

After that Shastri read Shakuntala to me. A thin, silk bedsheet 
covered all my education and intelligence. 1 went on thinking many 
things without being aware of it. An intimate woman was visible 
inside and outside me when I was alone. I felt that she had possessed 
me and that lonely house of mine. 1 felt her presence everywhere 
and at all times. As I made tea in the morning, a pair of beautiful 
hands wearing golden bangles ran before my eyes. As I changed the 
sari of mother, someone seemed to lift away the wet sari like it was 
lotus petals. As I fed her, I could see for a moment the bust image of 
a dazzling queen. 

Mother made uncomfortable sounds. 

1 discovered that I had placed the food on her cheek rather than 
putting it inside her mouth. I blushed for the mistake. Mother's eyes 
looked from inside the deep in a knowing manner. She was able to 
see and know everything that was happening to her son. She had 
even been able to know the dream inside his mind. She was smiling 
in a strange way—a smile mixed up with sobbings. Strange ! Could 
they know the man just from his look or from the fragrance of his 
breath ? Perhaps no ... this understanding would not be coming till 
one became a mother. 

The study of Shakuntala was on. I was temporarily banishing 
the angry monks from the land of Bharat. I was sentencing the 
stupid-kings-to death for their judgements which betrayed their lack 
of understanding of the situation. And amid ail these, that lovely 
female shape had taken total possession of me. Sometime she was 
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Mrs. Das, sometime she was Mrs. Malhotra. A number of other 
beautiful faces also floated by me. 

My absentmindedness was obvious to many people. I was talking 
a lot of nonsense inside the class out of habit. But I stopped gossiping 
at other places. I was returning to the land of my dream as quickly 
as possible. Someone was saying, ‘The mother of Sir is very sick.’ 
Someone else said, ‘The old man has got hooked on Sanskrit at this 
age... That is why...’ 

No, I do not need a son. They would be uncivil, wayward and 
good-for-nothings like me. Rather girls were good. Like the daughter 
of Malhotra... how beautiful her face looked when she smiled. Her 
teeth, eyes, those dimples on her cheeks—everything looked beautiful. 
Don’t you worry at all... my daughter is exactly like that. She is my 
daughter. She might be looking like her mother. But she is my 
daughter. She will be exactly like you when she grows up—she will 
be like my middle daughter—she will be like her elder sister... Just 
watch how numerous daughters of mine are dazzling like flowers 
blooming in the gardens. Your smile has spread on to everyone's 
face. 

1 blinked. The golden birds vanished in a moment. It was already 
midnight. The house was lonely. But I was being tenderly touched 
all over by numerous delicate girls. 

It was the time for mother to urinate. I laughed suddenly. I could 
hear from inside—all the girls passed urine on the bed. My daughter 
is sleeping comfortably in the next room. She will get angry if the 
bed becomes wet. 

...Somehow everyone had come to know that I had bought a 
frock from a garment shop on the first of this month. Everyone 
must have been amused... why should an unmarried, mad, old 
professor buy a frock ? He must have done that to make a present 
to someone. It must be for the younger daughter of Mrs. Malhotra. 
With Mrs. Malhotra, he has... The rest of the words spread from 
one mouth to another on the road. 

‘Look, what I! have brought for you. How can you always wear 
a white cotton sari ?’ 

She looked from the deep recess of her eyes with her toothless 
mouth open and in an all-knowing way. There was a gleam in her 
eyes. 
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‘How can I explain things to my shameless boy ? He will make 
me wear a frock... Am I refusing to be your daughter ? 1 will be 
born again in your house. But you have to set up a home first !” She 
had said this earlier any number of times. 

I removed her cotton Sari. She had been staring at me from the 
bed like an unsteady baby bird whose feathers were yet to develop. 
Tears were rolling down her eyes as usual. There were creases on 
her face. Always the crybaby... let us’ see how this frock looks on 
you... yes... show me the other hand... that’s my good girl. Lovely! 
All the girls of the world looked beautiful wearing that frock. All of 
them were daughters! Mrs. Malhotra, Mrs. Das... the younger 
daughter of Mrs. Malhotra was my daughter... don't vou know it ? 
You are my youngest daughter! 

This morning that frock went up in flames first. The pyre burst 
into flames. It is very difficult to walk on dry sand. The footsteps 
were audible... oh no, wherefrom did all these sand come to a 
burial ground ? 


Who is that ? Oh, Amar, Debabrata, Bibhiu... why, Mr. Malhotra 
... have all of you been waiting for me to open my eyes ? I see. 
That's all right. Everything is okay. Does anyone have a match—let 
me light this cheroot. My matchbox is completely damp. 
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It seemed as if the sky would melt and fall down in a heap. It would 
break into pieces being bit by thunderbolts once too often. What a 
night it was ! How it rained ! Oh, it simply kept on pouring. The 
earth was trembling. As if it would be washed away by doomsday. 

The old house of ours was also shaking throughout the night. I 
had not slept at all. I had a feeling that all others were also gaping in 
the darkness like me and scared. Who could sleep after all at that 
time ? It did not rain. It simply poured. It might be described as 
terrible times. Anytime the walls or the roof might cave in. 

I was alone in the study room. Not a soul was visible if one 
opened the front door. The door was closed from inside. Outside 
there was just no respite. I had a great desire to stay with all as a 
group at such a difficult time. I will not agree that I was scared. For 
[ had done a lot many courageous deeds in my time. Even then | 
had to admit that I was feeling somewhat helpless and lonely. In 
fact, one could be permitted to say that I was slightly afraid. The 
roof was creaking on the head like a hanging hazard. It was so not 
only for me. For everyone in the house it seemed to be an impending 
danger. If it crashed, it was not going to fall on one head surely. 

Suddenly I could see that tough old man standing without a shirt 
on. A streak of lightning was hitting his bald head. And that wicked 
man was getting smashed. He was our uncle. He and my father had 
locked horns since a long time. Sitting in the kitchen, Father had told 
us many stories about him. How our ancestral land were seized by 
outsiders because of that obstinate fellow. How we became poor 
because of his follies. How this household could regain its lost glory 
only with his death. Would he be sleeping in this hellish night ? Every 
time the lightning struck, he must be wishing that it should strike 
his brother. 

Even at such terrible time, Mother would be cursing Father. 
Timber had been fetched long since for repairing the roof. ‘At the 
time of repair I told you so many times to put the new timber in 
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place only in our half of the house. Let the other half be ruined. How 
did it matter to you? There is no one as timid as you on this earth. 
What are you, a man or a mouse ? Why are you so scared of that 
fellow ? Is he feeding your family ?’ Father only ran his fingers on 
the back of his head when he was cursed in this manner. No word 
came out from his mouth. One had to guard the reputation of such 
a famous household. This was not a recent occurrence. This thing 
had been going on since their marriage. We have been witness to 
that. These days 1 get more angry with him than pity him. What kind 
of a man he was ? Couldn't he silence her with one shout ? Shit ! On 
the other hand, he was tough with everyone else. May be he was 
afraid of Mother for some reason. Perhaps he had loved her too 
much. All the quarrels at home, all the hot exchange of words with 
Uncle and his family—everything was at the instigation of that one 
person. She could turn a man into a fireball ina moment. Among the 
sons, she had the least affection for me. My younger brother was 
her favourite. My elder brother was the earning member of the family. 
She protected him from everything. On the other hand, I had to do 
the donkey's work in the house. Mother was really a toughie. I 
wondered what she might be doing in this rains. She must have lit a 
lantern and kept her hands on those boxes. The rains might wet the 
stuff inside. 

] wanted very much to go inside the house. Again a streak of 
lightning hit. It seemed to have pierced the brick wall, wooden door 
and the skin and bones of human beings. I was thrown off by that 
sound and sat down. The area started shaking before I could close 
my ears. Perhaps the thunder struck on our roof. I opened my eyes 
and looked around. It was pitch dark. The rains had continued 
unabated. 

I could hear a child cry from the other side of the wall. Perhaps 
it was Bunu. That was the room of my elder brother. I heard footsteps 
from that side in the still nights. I could hear people changing sides 
on beds. I could hear some child cry—very faint, but very clear. 
Bunu was very dear to me. My sister-in-law liked it if I caressed 
him. She teased me saying that the child looked exactly like me. But 
the poor girl was scared stiff of Mother. Who was not afraid of 
her ? Even though my brother earned money for the family, he was 
afraid of her too. It was a daily habit of Mother to complain against 
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my sister-in-law at least once before Father and Brother. But, on 
most days, I had seen them each combing the other’s head. This 
female tribe was really strange. On the whole they want that the 
men should dance on their fingertips. They instigated them to wage 
wars. Men turned into lions at the slightest prodding from women. 
That day I had just returned from the playground. My sister-in-law 
was witless and in tears when she told me that Bunu was nowhere 
to be seen. Without understanding anything, I ran hither and thither. 
I always felt miserable when I saw tears in her eyes. Tell me if 1 
have to destroy the universe or pull the sky down. But please do not 
cry. 

Bunu had woken up from sleep in the rains and thunder. Sister- 
in-law was perhaps looking at the roof and the creaking timber. One 
might say anything. But why and for how long were they going to 
stay in one room ? Someone said that my brother had purchased a 
plot of land in his own name. That day Mother flew into a rage and 
said many things about the sister-in-law. This was the ancestral land 
of twenty seven generations. This was the house of three generations. 
That brat must have gone out of his mind to plan for separation at 
the instance of his wife ! All the troubles came because of that witch 
of a homewrecker. 

Sister-in-law must be looking at the roof with the rains pouring 
down. Dirt must be falling from the roof. The thatch must be 
creaking. If that old roof caved in ? Brother was an idle fellow. God 
only knows what he might be doing. Why doesn't he seek a transfer 
and go elsewhere ? — 

The storm went on raging. The clouds roared. Wind was blowing 
making a hissing sound. I could hear doors and windows banging 
everywhere. Someone was perhaps calling me by my name from 
afar. I waited with my ears pricked. It seemed to be the voice of 
Father. He was calling perhaps. The voice of my brother was also 
exactly the same. Was he calling me ? I held my breath and listened. 
Father banged on the door of the study room and shouted, :‘Litu, 
get up. Come‘with me. Mother is calling you”. 

I became emotional for some reason. Mother was calling me. So 
she loved me after all. She did not want that I should die. How had 
She sent me that night to get dal when it was about to rain ? Without 
dal his youngest son could not eat. Why, he was already around 
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fourteen. Why could not he be sent ? ... He is only a kid. Was he 
capable like you ? If you want, you can go alone to Delhi now. Can 
he do it ? 

‘I have become wet standing here. Open the door.’ 

Father and wind got pushed into the room as I jumped up and 
opened the door. My bedsheet was blown away. Father pulled me 
by the arm and walked ahead protecting me from the wind. 

Something fell with a heavy thud. My insides shook. Clinging to 
Father, I entered inside the room. The two of us employed all our 
strength to close that huge old-styled door. Finally it was closed and 
locked. Like an elephant, it warded off the storm and stood firm. 

There were more sound and more rains in the courtyard. The 
door that we had closed together led to the middle room of the 
house. There was a platform over that room. Other rooms were 
also like that. Old boxes had been placed on that platform. There 
was an earthen pandal in one corner. We had been told that the souls 
of three generations were present near that pandal. When she was 
alive, our grandmother could hear footsteps, voices and laughter of 
people from top of that platform. Mother said that rats made those 
sounds. Now she has a different view. 

As we stood under that platform on that rainy night, I had the 
feeling that our ancestors had kept us protected from above. I could 
hear trees getting uprooted. The roofs of houses were making terrible 
noises. I found everyone standing scared in that room. Mother, 
brother, sister-in-law, children. My younger brother had clung on to 
Mother. All of us were scared stiff. At this time Father said suddenly 
with a start, ‘Where is Bauli ?’ Bauli was our beloved cow. Bunu 
shouted, ‘Where is Tom ?’ Tom was his dog. 

Everybody heard. No one moved. 

Finally, I came out with Father with a towel tied around my waist. 
The candle light went out the moment we stepped out. It was pitch 
dark. The road could be seen only when lightning struck. After that 
there was again total darkness. We were drenched by the time we 
reached the cowshed. The roof of the shed had been blown away. 
Bauli had been tied to a pole. She had turned into a lump in one 
corner in the rains. With a great deal of difficulty, we chaperoned 
her in that darkness, mud and rains. We brought her to the same 
room. Half of that room became wet with water running down from 
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our bodies. Tom came near Bunu. We could not talk. All of us had 
been huddling together. We were facing the calamity together. 

Bunu was in the arms of the sister-in-law. Suddenly he said, 
“Younger grandpa.’ In fact, Uncle and Auntie were standing near 
the door quietly. They could not decide whether they would come 
inside or not seeing all of us together. Both of them pushed themselves 
in when they heard Bunu announce their presence. Auntie perhaps 
said, ‘The roof on our side has been blown away.’ Everyone heard. 
No one said anything. The two of them also did not say anything 
else. They stood behind Bauli. The ancestors had kept us protected 
above our heads spreading their arms like huge planks of wood. 

All of us were looking equally endangered and scared. The roof 
over the platform caved in when a huge thunderbolt struck. The 
courtyard was buried in the splinters of bamboo and wood. We 
embraced whoever was nearby in fear. Everyone started howling 
like mad. That room reverberated like a closed cave but it held up. 
Its walls stood like hills with deep foundations. The souls of the 
ancestors stood firm above us. They banished the hazards falling 
from the skies. As lightning struck, everyone moved aside again 
with a start. I did the same thing too. 

I saw Mother, Auntie and Sister-in-law clasping one another. I 
had clung on to Uncle. Father had the grandsons and granddaughters 
on his lap. My brother had held on to Father. Everyone had found 
comfort in the nearest person. The women started sobbing when 
the lightning struck. The men had stood still. Rain and lightning 
continued unabated. 

The next morning was also very strange. I had never again seen 
such strong sunshine. There was not a sign of a cloud in the sky. 
But everything had been destroyed in the space of a night. Rice was 
cooked for all in that room from that clear morning. Father and 
Uncle started together to repair the damaged house. All of us joined 
them. All the differences seemed to have been buried with the 
damages staring at us. 

No one had any respite for a month. We slogged it out during the 
day and passed out in that one room together as night fell. 1 felt we 
could solve all the problems of the entire world if we fought together 
like that. Boxes and cartons had been arranged on one side of the 
wall. The kitchen had been set up in the open verandah. As Mother 
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cut vegetables, Auntie was grinding the spices and Sister-in-law 
cooked the rice. A new shade had been constructed for Bauli. New 
timber and iron rods arrived. New straw arrived. People were engaged. 
The roof was made stronger than before. All the rooms were cleaned 
and arranged. Everything looked beautiful. I had drawn a huge lotus 
in full bloom with my paintbrush as a decorative piece. Bunu was 
very happy to see that. 

Today everyone would move away again to his own room. But 
the quarrels restarted today itself. The roof might have caved in at 
the racket. Father and Uncle again shouted at eagh other and got 
separated. Mother and Auntie had their own separate rounds. 
Instigated by Mother, my brother beat up Sister-in-law. The children 
started howling. I was hounded to the point that I moved to the 
study room on my own. My insides seemed to have been battered. I 
was feeling hungry since morning... What happened again ? 

Hiding my face I have been crying near my study table. Fire is 
leaping up from inside me in anger and frustration. I had never prayed. 
But now I am kneeling with my hands folded. I am praying, ‘Let 
him roar again if someone is up above there. Let him pour down 
hazards again. Let this roof be blown away. Let that ancestral platform 
be destroyed. Endanger us, O Lord ! Put fear into us. Make us 
human beings.’ 
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Would you bid for it ? 

Let us go. The government poultry farm is there when we go a 
bit further on the highway and take a right turn. Then there is a 
mango grove when we cross a stretch of bushy, barren land. Adjacent 
to that there is that building and garden on that one and a half acre 
land. The boundary wall has gone around it just a wee bit away 
from the road. Two rows of eucalyptus trees in front of that. The 
outhouse is near the gate. A circular road is there for the vehicles. 
The lawn is there in the middle—coconut trees on both sides—and 
a flower garden. The house has been built in the style of a bungalow. 
Quite wide and open all around. It is looking beautiful like a picture 
as it has been freshly painted. There are carpets, sofa sets, almirahs, 
beds inside. Everything looks spick and span. 

A bit away from the city of course—but not lonely. Baulpur is 
almost near the boundary wall. It houses a slum of about five hundred 
families. Markets have come up too. That will also come inside the 
municipality area very soon. A hotel is coming up in the mango 
grove. Transactions are over—the construction is likely to start any 
day now. Plans have been made to build a stadium on that barren 
land. So what else is left ? The city has been extending in that direction. 
That land and building is now worth between fifteen and twenty 
lakh rupees. In the auction, it is likely to go cheap. Let us go if you 
want to bid. At least we will have a look around—we will know who 
is going to be the owner of such huge property in such a short time. 

You are right. The owner must be stupid to sell such a beautiful 
house on auction. Not just you, any one will say that. That is because 
you do not know him. You do not have any idea under what 
circumstances he has taken that decision. Hence, it is not at all strange 
that you should make such a superficial comment. You are asking 
me if I know him. How do you gain by knowing that ? Of course, 
every buyer has a right to know what he is buying. Surely no 
untoward incident has occurred in that house ? Is it likely to bring 
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any kind of misfortune for the new owner ? Why should someone 
not stay there after building such a beautiful house ? Why should he 
live in some unknown place ? And then he will get the house auctioned 
off through.his advocate. Anyone would find something amiss here. 

There is no suspense—even if it is there, I do not know everything. 
Oh yes, I know a few things. Maybe you may infer the rest. But it 
would have been better if you had gone to bid with on open mind. If 
you buy, you are going to buy the building. Not its owner. But if you 
insist, listen to the history of that Rampur bungalow—at least what 
all I know. 

Its owner is Swaraj Swarup Singh, the zemindar of Rampur. He 
was just about four to five years younger than me. He was studying 
in the high school when 1 was doing my B.A. I was his private tutor. 
] was teaching him Mathematics—especially geometry and algebra. 
On my way back from the college, I used to go to his aunt's place. 
He was staying there at that time. He used to greet me smilingly 
when 1 reached there. Two rasogollas and a glass of water were 
always put on the table. A small blackboard, chalks, duster— 
everything was ready. He was sharp. He could understand everything 
quickly. I did not have to do too much labour. At that time I had 
taken a great liking to him. I believe that he'd have confided every 
secret of his family had I wanted it. But at that age 1 had no inclination 
to know about such things. 

One day 1 just met him at the marketplace. I went near him. 
Quite naturally. But I felt rebuffed by his fixed gaze. He simply did 
not give any sign of recognising me. I had thought that he would 
smile and greet me on seeing me. But I felt offended when he stood 
with his mouth shut as if he had never seen me before. Still 1 asked 
him whether he had understood the construction of the two difficult 
triangles which I had explained the day before. I felt insulted when 
he still did not recognise me. Finally, when 1 turned my face and 
started to walk away, I decided that enough was enough. He might 
be a rich man. He might be a zemindar. But how did it matter to me? 

At that time he told me, ‘You are perhaps referring to my brother. 
1 have come here only today. Please forgive me because I do not 
know you. This happens many times to us. My name is Swadhin 
Swarup Singh. We are twins.’ 

I gaped at him. They were like two Japanese dolls made in the 
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same mould. Just sprouting thin moustache, straight nose, large 
eyes, wide forehead . The same complexion. The same black mole 
below the nose on the left side. The same dhoti and silk punjabi with 
golden buttons. Who had the might to differentiate ? Mannerisms, 
voice, features, smiles—there was no difference anywhere. 

I felt relieved on hearing that. I was very happy too. I left after a 
bit of exchange of pleasantries. 

Swaraj and Swadhin. | had my doubts whether even their mother 
could tell them apart. I was curious to see them together the next 
day. I reached early at their place. But 1 was told that Swadhin had 
already left for the village. 

“You two are such copies of each other that one would not believe 
his eyes unless he actually sees you. I was totally fooled yesterday’, 
I told Swaraj. 

He had been looking at me smiling. 

‘Everyone must be having a tough time in the village and at home, 
no ?’ I asked in jest. 

‘They know it. Hence, first they look at us. They start talking 
when we identify ourselves. Otherwise they make mistake. In the 
beginning, Swadhin was losing his cool. I explained the problems 
of others to him. But mother has never had any problem. She 
recognised us without even looking at us.’ 

‘She must be having some way to identify.’ 

‘She was saying that our footsteps were different. She could tell 
us apart from that. I have also noticed that. Swadhin felt uncom- 
fortable when we walk together. He has long steps. I have to take 
Six steps to keep pace with his four.’ 

‘That is quite interesting. What other differences are there ? It 
might help us in future if we know about it.’ 

‘There are small differences. He is heavier by about five to six 
pounds. If you observe hard, he is slightly taller than me although he 
is younger to me by two hours.’ 

I had laughed. I had never heard anyone being elder or younger 
by two hours. 

‘When is he coming again ? Isn't he studying ?’ 1 had asked this 
question just out of curiosity. Swaraj Singh seemed very disturbed 
by that question. He only kept staring in one direction. 

Perhaps against his will he had to say, ‘He did not want to study.’ 
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Swadhin studied a bit of vernacular at home. He took care of the 
zemindari. 

That day we studied mathematics for some more time. After 
that he started preparations for examination. 1 too had to do the 
same thing. Both of us had done well in the examination. I went to 
Allahabad. Swaraj went somewhere outside. He studied science and 
then engineering. 1 had not met him after that. 

One day I was happy to see him near the bus stand. He greeted 
me. I told him, ‘I can know whether your steps are long or short 
only when you walk.’ 

He covered his mouth and smiled thinly. 

I was a !ecturer at that time. I had already served for ten years. 
My wife and two sons were with me. He had come alone in his car. 

‘I am also going to Bhubaneswar. I have some work there. I will 
go in the bus. The car will go back.’ 

‘That's nice. We'd have a lot of time to talk.’ The mother and 
sons sat on a double seat. Swaraj and me sat just behind them. 

It was almost dark by the time the bus started. I had been sitting 
near the window. With my eyes on a newspaper I asked in a very 
easy way as if I had all eternity at my disposal, ‘So, Swaraj— 
everything is okay ?’ 

‘Yes, Sir, almost everything is okay.’ 

‘Why don't you say that everything is swell ? Why do you speak 
as if life hasn’t treated you well ? Just think—how many people are 
there like you ? What do you lack ? Properties, vehicles, servants— 
you do not know the meaning of wants. And yet you say that almost 
everything is okay ? Strange ! What else do you need to say without 
reservations that you are well off ?° 

“You are right, Sir. But these are all relative things. Another person 
might live very happily in the state with which I feel miserable.’ 

‘I understand. But think about something. Is there any alternative 
to your present situation ?’ 

‘Perhaps not after 1 have reached there. But there are many 
alternatives before that. The situation might have taken a thousand 
different turns rather than the present one.’ 

I praised him silently. 1 said, ‘Okay, 1 understand. But we are 
discussing what has already happened and the current situation.’ 

‘Yes, Sir. But there is a regret because things have taken a different 
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turn from what | had wished. Hence, it is not possible to accept this 
state without qualms.’ 

‘That is wonderful argument. I wonder whether you studied 
engineering or dialectics !’ 

After that both of us continued to sit quietly for a long time. The 
bus was on its way. The children had perhaps already slept. It was 
ten in the night... the Bus came to a stop at one place. The conductor 
asked everyone to have dinner. 

*‘Swaraj, won’t you have dinner ?° 

‘No, Sir, | won’t have anything.’ 

1 did not continue the conversation as he was quiet. 

The bus again stopped at another place at around midnight. Both 
of us got down. When he found that we were alone, he quietly said, 
‘Sir, I am facing the most terrible crisis of my life.’ 

A shudder ran through me. I put my hand on his back and looked 
at him. 

‘My brother Swadhin... you remember him ?’° 

“Yes, what happened ?° I suddenly felt that he was tottering under 
some heavy burden. 

On being prodded by me, he slowly said, ‘I have a feeling that 
either he will live or I will live. Both of us perhaps cannot continue to 
live together.’ 

‘What do you mean by that, Swaraj ?’ 

‘I know what I am talking about. Only a few days more. 
Everything'd be solved after that.’ 

‘Are there any lawsuits ?’ 

‘No Sir. Had that been the case, I’d have gladly offered my share 
of properties to him and gone away.’ 

‘So what's wrong between the two of you ?’ 

‘What I mean is this—l respect you a great deal; hence, | am 
telling you all this—Il can’t take it any more by myself. My wife 
Chhanda—yes Sir, I've got married in the meanwhile—I fell in love 
with her and married her. She is a Hindustani girl. Belongs to 
Bhagalpur. Chhanda is nobody's fool—but she was confused on 
seeing Swadhin. She was dazed to see a carbon copy of me. Swadhin 
also stared at her. Then things became easy. Days passed by happily. 
But I started noticing certain things in a few days. I could no longer 
go outside without any qualm. Things seemed to be different. 
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Gradually, iny suspicions were proved.’ 

We got into the bus when it started. 1 felt very depressed I did 
not want to hear anything more. I had somehow understood the rest 
of it. , 
“I had picked up the revolver to shoot both of them on the first 
day itself. But 1 could not bring myself to do it. I tried to shoot 
myself. 1 could not do that either. I could not even shriek. But 
Swadhin was laughing like a hyena. I had walked into the garden. 
Throughout the night I had sat there, gun in hand. I could not decide 
on my next course of action.’ 

I put my hand on his back. I did not know what to say. He pulled 
himself together in a while and continued, ‘My problem is that I 
have never thought Swadhin to be different from me. We do not 
have to talk—we just understand each other. We do everything 
together. Our thought processes are the same. He did not study. I'd 
have also gone the same way. How 1 wish now that 1 should also 
have remained uneducated like him. This higher studies created a 
wall between us. I went away to distant places. He stayed back in 
the village. But then Swadhin is my alter ego. We use the same dhoti, 
punjabi, shirts and shoes. Anyone could wear anything as a matter 
of natural right. By the same logic, it is not strange that Swadhin 
should think that Chhanda belonged to him too.’ 

Swaraj again fell silent for some time. 

‘Chhanda might have protested. Or could it be that she was not 
able to know ? She knew all right. Swadhin is a little heavier than 
me. He has long steps. He is a bit stronger than me. I love Chhanda 
dearly. Knowingly, she is playing with both of us. | cannot forgive 
her. I cannot also forgive Swadhin.’ 

He seemed to be talking to himself. 1 had heard no further. He 
might have said something else too. I started dozing. 

Ordinarily, | woke up early in the morning. The bus had reached 
Bhubaneswar by the time 1 opened my eyes. Swaraj was nowhere 
to be seen. I became busy with my family. He had perhaps gone 
away in an absentminded manner. 

This had taken place twenty years ago. 

Please try to recollect after that. At that time, during the seventies, 
a news had been splashed all over. Very thrilling and very mysterious. 

‘Weird act of married woman ! Shot the lover in the process of 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


The auction of a house 131 


shooting the husband. Finally shot herself on discovering what she 
had done. Live child recovered from her womb.’ 

I believe this perhaps referred to the incident of that Rampur 
family. No names had been published to save the family from 
embarrassment. |I'd have known if any names would have been 
mentioned. 

Now this auction notice which you must have read—it is mentioned 
that the whereabouts of the owner are not known. The auction is 
being conducted to collect overdue loans. 1 don't think that Swaraj 
Singh is absconding. But perhaps he wants to remain incognito for 
some reason. And, after this, he might actually go overseas. 

Perhaps he is not able to cross the river of sorrow in life. 

Maybe he has done both the murders and cannot hide himself 
from himself. He is perhaps doing penitence. By way of rearing that 
child. He may leave all his properties to the child after that and may 
just vanish. . 

But why was he auctioning of this house ? 

May be Swaraj has not been able to pay off his loans and is in 
hiding. After murdering Swadhin, he might have lost his balance and 
gone haywire. Maybe he has sent the child to some boarding school. 
He himself is living like some dangerous, bullet-ridden animal in the 
darkness. He cannot call the child his own—he cannot alienate him 
too. He has left this house before his return. Maybe he has squandered 
his money in boozing and gambling. The loan incurred by mortgaging 
the house might also have gone the same way. 

But why and when he constructed this building near 
Bhubaneswar? | might have met him some time in these twenty 
years. But I have never seen him. 

The building is new. It has been constructed in the past ten to 
twelve years. Beautiful design. The furniture is also quite expensive. 
The owner was obviously a man of good taste. It would seem that 
Swaraj had constructed this house pulling together all his engineering 
skills, wealth and dreams. Perhaps he had waited here like a monk to 
set up home for that putative son of his. He had perhaps wished to 
side-step the shadow of the terrible past, away from his.home, his 
zemindari. 

Perhaps he has been disappointed. The son has not returned from 
Minnesota in the United States. May be he has met with a car accident 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


132 Father Samuel and other stories 


at two in the morning and died. 

What else is left after that ? He has been forced to sell his ultimate 
dream through the advocates. He might be a monk near Debaprayaga, 
who has renounced the world. He has broken the last link from 
there. He has sought to be free. To cover all the bloodmarks from 
this earth with the snowflakes. 

Then how do we know which of these is true ? Why, even that 
news of the seventies might not relate to this family. I just put two 
and two together. In that case, the story might be quite something 
else. 

How does it matter to you anyway whatever the story might be ? 
You have come here to bid at the auction. If you succeed, you'd be 
the exalted owner of this property, until someone has taken over 
from you. Can you restrain yourself from bidding seeing such a 
beautiful house before you ? 

No. I am not going to bid. Because I cannot bid. I do not have the 
stomach for it. 
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Time was gliding away on the other side of the window without my 
noticing it. | had been sitting alone absentmindedly. There was no 
work at the office. 

I was feeling a strange lightheadedness. There was a feeling of 
happiness. As light as a flower. Almost ecstatic without reason. The 
breeze was as soft as silk. Very... very light. So had spring arrived ? 
So fast... in this month of January ? What was fast about it after all ? 
It was already Makar Sankranti. Basanta Panchami was on the coming 
twentieth. Oh, yes indeed ! So the spring had arrived ! 

I could see a mango tree of the forest department through the 
window laden with blossoms like it was wearing a crown. 

I had gone near the window. From the sixth floor I had been 
looking at the blue sky which had its wings spread. Small mischiefs 
were afloat in the air. The waves of the breeze seemed to show a 
desire to commit gentle sins like blowing at someone’s loose locks 
on to the face or to flutter someone's clothes. 

I was feeling elated. Wringing my hands, | was wondering what 
to carry home when I returned. It would be wonderful to carry a 
bunch of jasmine. The entire house would be awash with the 
fragrance. 

Oh, hell... was I nuts or what ? Was it time to buy flowers at the 
age of fifty five ? No one knew when the different seasons passed in 
the heat of the hearth in that windowless kitchen amid the smell of 
all those eatables. Where was the time for flowers amid the din and 
racket of children ? 

Forget it. It'd be better to carry some green peas and cauliflower 
instead. The fish are afflicted with some kind of disease these days. 
That’s a strict no-no. Otherwise a festive feeling could be created 
by carrying some dressed Rohu. 

At this time two of those entered, pushing the door. 

‘Sir, come fast. Someone is calling you from Delhi on the 
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Director’s telephone. The Director himself is holding the phone. He 
ordered us, ‘Go, ask Senapati Babu to come immediately.’ 

My name is Nishakar Senapati. Deputy Director in a government 
department. Two years and four months to go for retirement. 

‘Why should anyone call me from Delhi ? There must be a mistake. 
Are you sure about it ?° 

“Yes, Sir. The director asked in English, “Do you want Nishakar. 
Senapati ? Yes, he is here. Hold on for a moment. | am calling him. ° 

Who could call me from Delhi ? But there was no other way 
except to go and take the call as the Director had summoned. 

As I entered the office, involuntarily, the Director stood up from 
his chair. There was an unusual courtesy and familiarity towards 
me in his words and manners. 

‘Ahuja Saheb wants to talk to you.’ 

Ahuja...? 

I picked up the receiver, ‘Senapati speaking.’ 

Loud laughter could be heard from the other side, ‘You son of a 
gun, this is Gyan speaking.’ 

Suddenly, a very fair face and numerous other scenes from thirty 
years ago flashed before me. | had forgotten where I was, ‘1 will 
be damned ! You are Gyan ? From where ?’ 

‘From hell ! How does it matter to you? Where had you hid 
yourself all these years ? Now, listen to me. I am coming tomorrow. 
By the morning flight. My wife is also coming. We are coming straight 
to your house. We will be your guests whether you like it or not.’ 

‘What are you saying, yaar ! This is my good fortune. But how 
do you think I can take good care of a big man like you ?’ 

‘Oh, shut up. So we meet tomorrow. This is an official visit. 
Your office people will do something or other for me. But we are 
staying at your place.” 

I replaced the telephone and looked around. The Director had 
been standing. Three other officers, who had entered the office, 
were also standing. The Chief Minister himself had sent them. They 
had come by the orders of the Chief Secretary. 

“Good afternoon, Sir. We have been summoned from Delhi. Ahuja 
Saheb is coming. Seven other officers with him. All arrangements 
have been made for three of them. Reservations have been made at 
Hotel Oberoi. But Ahuja Saheb himself wants to stay with a friend of 
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his’ 

‘Nishakar Babu is the close friend of Ahuja Saheb,’ the Director 
said falling over himself. I 

‘Please sit down, Sir,” one of the officers said and pulled a chair 
for me. Everyone remained standing until I sat down. 

The Director rang the bel! to order for coffee and started singing 
my praises in a gratified voice. In the morning I had come with a file 
and had returned as the Director Saheb was exchanging pleasantries 
with his daughter in America over telephone. 

“You have no further problems. Only Nishakar Babu has to explain 
things to Ahuja Saheb. You only tell Nishakar Babu what he has to 
do.’ 

‘The matter is like this, Sir. Ahuja Saheb has the final say in 
everything. His decision has to be implemented. We had submitted 
an estimate for flood assistance. Later, we found that those figures 
were not correct. The amount was not enough to cover all expenses. 
There has to be an enhancement of at least another ten crore rupees. 
Anyone, who informs about this to Ahuja Saheb, will be eaten alive. 
He has a hel! of a temper.’ 

‘Samal Babu, you just wait for a moment. Let me explain this. All 
these are neither here nor there, Sir. Ahuja Saheb is your friend. You 
just tell him to take a glance at the revised estimates. I will give you 
a copy. You show it to him. He'd understand everything in a jiffy. If 
he asks any question, I... that is, Niranjan Khuntia would be present 
there.’ 

The Director said, ‘Sir, if you don’t go yourself...’ 

‘Cut it out, what do you know ? Nobody can face Ahuja if ! am 
not present there.’ 

Then he turned to me and said. ‘Sir, let us go. We have to do our 
homework.’ 

I asked the Director for permission, ‘Sir, can 1 go ?° 

‘Sir, Sir, please go. This is service to the nation.’ 

! could not believe my own ears. Or did he say that to Khuntia 
Babu ? My legs seemed to have gone rubbery. I had a feeling that | 
was being carried by the rest of them. 

They were training me at the Oberoi. | had been staring like an 
idiot nodding at everything they said. 

A bottle and four glasses appeared from nowhere on the table. 
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When I said that 1 did not drink, Khuntia Saheb roared, ‘Who asked 
for this drink ? Don’t you know that Sir does not touch this stuff ! 
I don’t drink at all, Sir. Only some time in parties... ha, ha... hey 
you! Remove these from here ! Clean this table. No offence, Sir. 
These people do such things by force of habit.’ 

‘So, Khuntia Saheb, I am taking this copy. I will show this to 
your Ahuja Saheb tomorrow.’ 

Khuntia burst out laughing. The other two also joined him. I had 
been staring at them amazed. 

Amid that laughter, Khuntia said, ‘Did you see the sense of humour 
of Sir ? “I will show this to your Ahuja Saheb.’ Do you understand, 
Samal Babu ? He is Ahuja Saheb for us people... but he is Sir’s 
friend ! Didn’t you hear him calling Gyan over telephone ?’ 

Everyone stood up respectfully. Khuntia said, 

‘Sir, I have ordered for dinner without your permission.” 

I knew he had not done anything like that. | was there from the 
very beginning . Or may be he might have done that earlier. 

‘I am sorry. If 1 don’t go early, I cannot make any arrangement 
for tomorrow.’ 

Samal Babu concurred, ‘That’s right.’ 

Khuntia lost his cool, *‘What’s right about that ? Why should Sir 
arrange anything when we are around ? Sir, you tell us what to do. 
We will take care of everything. How about taking lunch from here 
tomorrow ? That is, whatever Ahuja Saheb loves to eat...” 

‘How can you ask all these things to Sir ? We will carry food for 
the entire family. We will ask these people to prepare homely food so 
no one will be the wiser. Keep that Ambassador car at the disposal 
of Sir for three days starting from now. Tell that Executive Engineer 
Biswal to wait on Sir with his jeep and some of his staff. That 
B.D.O. has come. Ask him to provide the ration.’ 

Quietly and yet ever so forcefully, 1 said, ‘Could you please drop 
me at my residence ? There is no need to do anything else. It'd be 
nice if you could pick me up on your way to the airport. Otherwise 
I will make my own arrangements. It does not really matter.’ 

“You are perhaps angry, Sir. We did not mean any offence. I will 
drop you at your place myself.’ 

‘No, you take care of other things. Make arrangements for the 
other seven officers who are accompanying. The driver can drop 
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me. 

Khuntia called the driver of the car and said, ‘Sudam, your duty 
is with ‘Sir.’ Whatever fuel you need, you take it from Banwari.’ 

1 sat in the car and thought, ‘Gyan Prakash Ahuja, how much 
power you weild, you rogue ? Keeping you at home is the same 
thing as keeping a Roya! Bengal Tiger. These people are already 
awestruck from today. Who knows what’d happen to them to- 
morrow ?’ 

‘Sudam, let us go to the market.’ 

That light breeze on the lonely road. On the other side that wing- 
Spreading blue sky. 

Cauliflower, green peas, tomatoes and some coriander leaves— 
not bad. 

Tomorrow was going to be different. I had to list out things 
sitting at home. 

It was just about getting dark when I reached home carrying the 
zest of plenty of spring with me. In due course, | spoke about the 
impending arrival of Ahuja. The children could not believe that 
someone was coming to their house all the way from Delhi. 

But my sick wife was listening to everything with her eyes on the 
floor and her hand on the head. There was no reaction from her. 
There was no sign of any enthusiasm or interest. 

‘Why don’t you say something ? I have to make the arrangements 
only when you tell me how to go about it.’ 

‘What shall 1 say ? You have caught the tiger by the tail. What do 
we have at home to treat such a big man ? Where would they stay ? 
Where would they sit ? What are they going to eat ? Who’d take 
care of them ? You arrive at the dead of the night and show me your 
teeth—and you’d make them stand before me in the morning. What 
are we going to do ? Call a rickshaw for me. Let me go to my 
uncle’s place on three days leave. He has been asking me to come 
since long.” 

I broke into a cold sweat. She was right. The matter was not as 
straightforward as I had thought. | collapsed into a chair. The children 
slipped away quietly. They had the premonition that something bad 
was going to happen. 

I finally reasoned with my wife that we could get out of this 
trouble only when we put our heads together. 
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‘Look, Ahuja may be a high-ranking officer. But still he is my 
friend. There is no need to make any special arrangement for him. | 
am only afraid of his wife.’ 

‘So you'd offer him a cup of tea at least when he reaches home. 
Can you do that with the kind of crockery we have at home?’ | 
shrank into myself. 

‘Where'd you ask them to sit ? Have you seen the dunlop on the 
sofa ? In what state it is ? You never listen to me . Now who else 
but you is going to suffer ?° 

‘So what could we do ?’ 

‘And listen. He must have the habit of eating on a dining table. 
Our dining table does not have one teg. All kinds of garbage are 
lying on it since its arrival. Boxes have been lined up under it. The 
chairs have broken down since long. The children have told you any 
number of times for a dining table. Have you ever bothered about it ? 
Will you ask them to sit on the floor and eat ? There are no decent 
mats even to put on the floor for them to sit. Two years back you 
had bought two mats from Haryana Handlooms. They are dirty like 
hell.’ 

My head reeled.‘ What are you going to feed them ? Mixed vege- 
tables, fish curry and rice ? Do you have any idea as to what they 
are used to eat ? Even if you have some idea about it, who is there to 
cook five kinds of dishes ? I cannot do it. How are you going to 
serve food to them ? We do not have two similar pieces of plate or 
saucer.” 

I put my hands on the ears and closed my eyes. | wanted to bash 
the head of that chattering wife. | wanted to hit my head on the floor 
and die. 

There were sweat beads on my brow. From what this woman 
was telling me, it was an impossible’ situation. Nothing seemed to be 
right. 

The area around my ears had turned hot. 1 could hear some kind 
of weird sound. As if the Supreme Court had ruled that | was to be 
sentenced to death. Why didn’t I die this night ? Ahuja would lay a 
wreath on my body in the morning and go away. There would not 
be any exposure. At least I'd die with dignity. 

‘Listen to me. Put him up in a hotel under some pretext or other. 
If they just visit us once or twice, 1 will borrow some crockery 
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from the neighbours and manage with some snacks.” 

I started stuttering. With a great deal of difficulty, 1 said, ‘They 
will stay in our house.’ 

‘What ? They will stay here ? Where'd they stay ? On the terrace 
or on the staircase ? All the rooms in this house are overfull with all 
kinds of garbage and human beings. You can’t even take a step 
without hitting something or someone. The toilets are even worse. 
Where are they going to take bath ? Where'd they wash themselves 
? For your own well-being, make some alternate arrangements for 
them. If they arrive at your doorsteps tomorrow, you will be nowhere.’ 

I started shaking like a leaf.. My throat had gone dry. | had never 
found myself in such predicament. 

At this time I recalled Khuntia’s monologue, ‘Why should Sir 
arrange anything when we are around ? Sir, you tell us what to do. 
We will take care of everything.’ I had spurned the offer. How could 
I again ask him for help ? But there was no way out. 

1 did not know how I had reached Hote! Oberoi sitting in Sudan's 
car. There was darkness all around me. I had to save my face some- 
how. But I had to lose something to gain something else. 

1 entered the suite. I could notice a look of displeasure on 
everyone’s face. They had opened that bottle and were drinking 
from that. Inspite of themselves, they stoo? up. 

‘What happened, Senapati ? I mean. Sir. Is there any problem, 
Sir ?’ 

“You see, Ahuja Saheb should rather stz2y here with the others. 
There are problems at my place.’ 

‘We were just thinking of the same thing, We have seen Ahuja 
Saheb at Delhi. Everything is deluxe about him. He’d eat people alive 
if anything was wrong. It is very difficult to get along with him.” 

“You know Samal, you lack common sense. Don’t take it amiss, 
Sir. He is slightly drunk. I had just sat here to give them company. 
But the heart of the matter is that Ahuja Saheb is not going to budge 
an inch if he has decided to stay at your home. Ahuja Saheb’s decision 
never changes. So we will take care of things if you tell us what is 
the problem at home.’ 

‘Id tell you that if there were one problem. There are all kinds 
of problems—staying, eating, sleeping, bathing—there are problems 
with everything. I live in a government quarter. The iron rods are 
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staring from the roof. The doors haven’t been painted since ages. 
The walls have turned brown with the marks of rains. There are no 
glasses in the windows. No flush in the toilets. The fans are not 
moving.” 

‘I understand. You are right, Sir. Ahuja Saheb cannot stay there. 
Our heads would roll if he stays there.’ 

Samal scratched at his head, ‘Sir, we could put him up at your 
place.’ 

Khuntia jumped up and clapped. ‘Idea, Samal. Idea. Sir should 
be provided with that quarter for the next three days. | will move to 
the circuit house. | am staying alone now—my wife has gone to 
Assam to visit our son. She’d return only at the end of the month. 
Wonderful ! Sir, don’t think of anything else. Just move to my quarter. 
We will detail a bawarchi there in the garb of a peon. He will cook 
and serve. The B.D.O.’d be asked to send the ration to that place.’ 

Won't there be problems if the children went there ? Their 
books, dresses, other things that we use everyday...?’ 

‘No problem. You are going there on picnic for three days, Sir. 
Pack a couple of suitcases accordingly carrying the necessary things. 
Let's get moving without any further delay. Once you get settled for 
the night there, you'd think about the reception in the morning.’ 

I was full of gratitude. I did not know what to say, ‘I cannot 
repay this debt.’ 

° What are you saying, Sir ? You do not know us. We can do any- 
thing for you, i.e. for Ahuja Saheb.’ 

We moved around in Khuntia’s house for a whole hour. Polished 
chairs and tables, polished mirrors. Sofa sets, carpets in the drawings 
room. Dunlop mattresses in the bedroom. 

The heavy burden suddenly had become light. The breeze felt 
light. The fragrance of the garden was coming through the bedroom 
windows. My body and sou! were filled with the delights of spring. 
I could not sleep with so much of good fortune and good life. 

The fragrance of the dawn was like the warm steam of tea. The 
bawarchi served tea in excellent crockeries in the bedroom. The 
children were uneasy in the beginning. It took some time for things 
to become normal. 

So many gardens around the house. So many flowers in the 
gardens. So much fragrance in the air. I had a feeling that 1d perhaps 
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grow wings. I'd fly away like a bird. There was the scene of the 
children eating toast, butter and omelettes. Their faces seemed like 
new buds flowering in the morning sun. The aristocratic, contented 
face of my wife after the morning bath seemed to be sensuous and 
beautiful. 

There was a spring inside and outside, never witnessed before. 
We had never crossed such an attractive season in all my fifty years. 
I had known that that season contained just three days. | knew that 
some pretensions and some hide and seek were also part of the 
game. I knew that we were only a few characters in the stage of 
others. But no one could steal the experience of spring. Still there 
were some regrets at intervals like a tree shorn of all its branches 
and leaves. We might have also stayed in a house like this. We might 
have been able to provide breakfast to our children like this on such 
tables in such clean surroundings. The long breath that | exhaled 
had melted in the light air. After that the beautiful season of spring 
had taken total hold of my body and mind. 

Do you think that coming and leaving of Ahuja Saheb was all that 
important after all these ? Going around Dhauli and Konark alongwith 
them, flying like birds, crossing the past thirty years in one step, my 
wife standing before me with all the frivolities of thirty years ago— 
did any of these matter ? The only truth was that we had been 
submerged by a wild, whirling spring. 

In three days the spring moved away to the horizon. As | watched 
from the sixth floor window, the blue bird was crossing the top of 
the deodar tree. Seasonless long hours were perhaps crossing the 
windowless kitchen. 
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He arrived near me in that condition yesterday. But we were thick 
with each other since ages. 

In fact there were really three of us. We were afraid of the well. 
But we went up mountains. We swam in the rivers during floods. 
We plucked mangoes from the top branches. We never bothered 
ourselves about a man if he did not look like a mountain to us— 
whoever he might be. 

Once we looked at the hill standing at some distance from the 
town. We decided immediately that we were going on top of that 
and that wed do it the same day. It was around midday on a holiday. 

The hill was spreading its shape before us by the time we came 
near it around three in the afteriioon. We were also flexing out 
muscles. Finally we stood under the hill and looked up. Huge stones 
and thorny bushes abounded. At the top there was a gigantic stone 
which seemed to have been placed lightly there. It seemed that it 
would fall off if someone touched it with his fingertip. That was our 
ultimate aim. We'd sit on that and watch the sunset. And then we'd 
get down. At this time a middleaged woodcutter suddenly emerged 
from behind the bushes with his load. He could know from our 
demeanour that we were going up the hill. He deterred us with his 
sweatdrenched palm, ‘Don’t go. There are tigers.’ In a moment this 
Dilip Chand had burst into laughter like a cracker going off. His 
extremely fair face and diamondlike eyes were bathed in laughter. 
His marblelike features suddenly turned crimson red. The hills 
reverberated with his laughter. The woodcutter had descended down 
to the highway as if offended by his laughter. We went on a rampage 
from one stone to another—and continued our upward journey. There 
was a huge cave in the middle terrace of the hill. That was perhaps 
the cave of the tiger. There was a terrible smell in the neighbourhood. 
Dilip stood before that with his legs planted wide. He seemed to 
challenge the tiger, ‘Hey you, tiger. Hey you, tiger.’ He was jumping 
around. Not just tiger, Dilip did not even acknowledge death. 
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He reached at ten in the night out of the blue after twenty years. 
He must have had a lot of faith in me. He had arrived after a great 
deal of fighting. Perhaps he had come face to face with the tiger 
somewhere while climbing mountains. He had come looking for 
refuge. His eyes were burning with anger. What had Dilip done ? | 
could not ask him. Perhaps he himself would have said that he had 
not done any wrong because of which there was blood all over him. 
1 did not have the time to examine him closely. | pushed him quickly 
inside the guest room. He might be bleeding from his own injuries. 
For me it was a terrible thing to see anyone bleeding. A shiver ran 
down me when | saw raw blood. 1 felt like vomitting. Darkness 
overpowered me. | could see the events of the last night like a film. 
What was Dilip doing inside the guest room for such a long time ? 
Had he again descended into the darkness through the toilet ? Or 
maybe his enemies were chasing him. They’d arrive in another five 
minutes. Had he planned it all to throw them off his scent ? | had 
met Dilip once in the marketplace about ten years ago. He braked 
hard on seeing me as he was flying by. He had said, ‘Friend, | have 
kept tracks of you all these years. You are an important person now. 
Everyone knows you. | never did well in studies. I manage somehow. 
1 will come some day and we will talk. You must have heard about 
Govind. He is serving as a school master somewhere in Koraput. 
But I will bring him to the coastal area on transfer. These dogs have 
made smithreens of him just because he did not bother for anyone. 
I have to tell you a lot many things. Some day I will drop in at your 
place.’ I did not have the opportunity to ask about him. He roared 
off on the motorcycle. He had changed in many ways. But he still 
retained those burning eyes, that posture of a cobra with its hood 
raised and the fearless, straight talk. Even then Dilip Chand was a 
lion. That was ten years back. | had no idea what had happened in 
the meantime. | had arrived in this town myself after going around 
all over the state. There were government walls around me all the 
time. | moved in government vehicles. I toured Delhi at government 
expense. 

Dilip had arrived at ten in the night. He had not brought that 
motorcycle with him. He had come running very fast. 

He might have been chased by a tiger. 

Il stood before the guest room and tried to hear any sound coming 
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from inside. | made a move to open the door. Suddenly 1 felt very 
scared. Thick blood had flowed down to the lower landing from his 
abdomen. His half-closed eyes had been dilated and fixed... 

A jeep roared down the front road. | was scared witless. The 
area around my ears turned red hot. As I looked out resting my 
hands on the balcony walls, I could feel my fingers trembling . I had 
no control over them. 

“Aren't you going to sleep today ?° 

1 had a start. Perhaps I would have shrieked. I collected myself 
on seeing my wife. But she was perhaps aware of my unnatural 
behaviour. 

‘What’s wrong with you ?’ 

I pushed her quickly towards the drawing room and requested, 
‘Can you manage one guest tonight ? Can you provide some food ?’ 

She looked at my face without saying anything. I only pointed 
towards the guest room. 

She had undergone such midnight troubles many times earlier. 
That lady had never wanted to know the person for whom arrange- 
ments had to be made. 

But this time she asked, ‘Who has come ?’ 

My brow furrowed. In a very uneasy and unnatural way I said 
carefully, *My childhood friend Dilip Chand.’ 

She looked down for a moment as if she was trying to place him. 
Then she raised her face and asked, ‘Can he manage with parathas ? 
There is enough mutton curry in the fridge. | will make some salad.’ 

1 stared at her as she left hurriedly. The children had grown up 
and had left home. She was a very lonely person these days. Why 
else would she have come to inquire if | was going to sleep or not. 

One problem only had got hold of me. I picked up my ears. I did 
not have the courage to go towards the guest room. That guest 
room was silent like the dark forest in the midnight. Those walls and 
doors will perhaps shake loudly if it was so silent. Broken glasses 
will fall noisily. The moving fan will fall from the ceiling. I stood up 
to barge into that room. But I turned left and reached the kitchen. 

My wife had already prepared the salad. Without looking at me 
she said in an absentminded manner, ‘Is he going to eat now or after 
some time ?’ 

I did not have an answaer. A bit confused, I told her, * You arrange 
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everything on this tray and go to sleep. I will take care of him.’ 

She looked at me in a strange way. Was she thinking that we 
were going to commit some crime together ? There was immeasurable 
sadness in her eyes. As if she could not recognise me any more. 

My Adam's apple bobbed and | was standing with my head 
lowered. Like a scared accused. I could not explain why | was 
feeling so weak. I 

With my head lowered I thought that she was perhaps tired after 
a hard day’s work. She was feeling sleepy. She’d perhaps go to 
sleep in a little while. 

In fact she went away to the bedroom without saying anything. 

I sat under the drawing room fan. I was staring at the ceiling. I 
was trying to catch some sound from the guest room. 

Dilip Chand was definitely not a theif or a dacoit. He was not also 
a murderer. He was somewhat tempestuous and stubborn. But he 
was not going to commit any crime. 

...It was long time back. We had been climbing hill after hill. One 
day I told him, ‘Look Dilip. You have a very bad habit of not allowing 
any one else to talk. Why should you not hear what the other fellow 
has to say ? You might say anything after listening to him.’ 

He looked here and there as if he did not care. But he remained 
quiet. 

I told him, ‘All of us want to reach the top of this hill. There is 
difference only about which route to take. | am saying that it is very 
easy to climb on the other side as the slope is not steep. Why do you 
insist on climbing on this side ? You can see very well that it is as 
good as a wall on this side ?’ 

He shrieked at me. ‘Shut up, you Mama’s boy. Why be such a 
delicate creature if you want to climb hills ? You climb slowly on 
that side. There is a ladder over there on the other side so you can 
climb. A hill for me, is a ferocious animal who is stalking me step by 
step. And I'd be defeating it step by step. | know it won’t leave me 
if | make one slip. It will smash me into pulp. What is the meaning of 
a fight if death is not hanging before you like a sword, stupid ? 1 love 
a challenge...’ and he went on talking in this vein. But he had talked 
about his faith. He had talked about the difference between. 

Perhaps even now Dilip Chand had not been able to reach any 
peak. He is only climbing hills for the heck of jt. Because he has 
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strength in his arms and strength in his chest: How could one explain 
things to an obstinate character like him ? 

I smiled slightly making friendship with Dilip in my mind. At this 
time £ could hear a faint sound in the guest room. I felt 1 heard the 
sound of a thunderbolt. I ran near the doorsteps in a flash. 

Why, there was nothing. Everything was quiet as before. 

1 put my hand slowly on the door. 

The timé was eleven forty. 

The roads and the neighbourhood were empty. | was perhaps 
afraid of Dilip for a long time. | loved him too much also. But 1 had 
no idea what 1 could do with that blood that had spread here and 
there. | had been standing on the balcony holding on to one side of 
a flower vase. Slowly my grip tightened. My teeth chattered. | turned 
round and knocked again. 

The door opened suddenly. 

Perhaps it was open right from the beginning. 

1 was a bit taken aback surely. But | collected myself in a moment 
and entered inside. 

Dilip was sitting on a bed. He could feel that | was staring all over 
his body. He smiled a little bit at me. He could smile even in that kind 
of situation. He had a stubble on his chin. There was sweat and dirt 
on his face. There were wrinkles around his eyes. Something had 
definitely happened beforehand. He said in a voice as if he had 
defeated me, ‘Can you give me a smoke ?° | kept looking at him not 
knowing what to do. He said in jest. “Oh, I understand. You are still 
not of age.’ Then he took out a bidi from his pocket. The matchbox 
was damp. Holding the bidi in his teeth, he was striking match after 
match in an assured manner. He pulled twice on the bidi finally and 
looked at me. Blood had flown and dried up from his palm till the 
elbow. The dirty shirt that he was wearing had been torn trom the 
chest to the shoulder. There were blood marks on the shirt near the 
waist. His trousers were dirty too. 

‘Why don’t you sit down ? | have a great deal to talk to you. So 
sit down.’ 

That was right. But what kind of talk ? I sat down without saying 
anything. | was feeling slightly sick. | had a vomitting tendency. 
Who knew what he was going to say after that ? But he looked on 
vacantly, absentmindedly. 1 coughed lightly to make him aware of 
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my presence and anxiety. He turned .around quickly and said. ‘Are 
you scared because 1 have barged into your house ? | am already 
feeling better after the two hour sleep. I will go away. Let me have a 
wash before that. The marks won't go away easily from the shirt. I 
will leave it here. | won't feel small if | go out without wearing a 
shirt.’ 

I was finished ! The police dog witli enter this place. Holding this 
shirt between its teeth, it will growl. The police officer will stare at 
me with steady eyes. His teeth would be grinding and eyes becoming 
small. After that... 

” He stubbed out the bidi and proceeded towards the bathroom. He 
looked back and asked. * Would there be anything to eat at this time 
in your place ?° 

One word came out hesitantly from my dry mouth, * Yes.” 

He: smiled at me and closed the bathroom door. 

How casually could Dilip Chand take everything ! Had he 
committed a murder which he was dismissing casually in his flashy 
manner ? Whom had he murdered ? Could be any one. What did that 
matter ? He was a murderer. Police was chasing him. Law was after 
him. They will reach here definitely looking for him. Faithful servant 
of the government. Well paid, high ranking officer! My photograph 
would be splashed on the front pages of newspapers. Indignity and 
jail were waiting for me. I broke into a sweat. 

*...Hello, police station ? Who is speaking ? Please call the officer 
in charge Liaqat Ali quickly. This is T.R.Praharaj.~ 

‘Sir... Sir... this is Ali... yes, Sir. I am starting immediately.’ 

I came awake from my reverie as the bathroom door opened 
suddenly. 

He stared at me with steady eyes and said, ‘What makes you 
jump like that ? Why have you been standing like that ?’ 

As he moved towards the bed. he said jokingly, ‘Are you still 
thinking of calling the police ?” 

Perhaps he could not see how I-flinched. I left that place and 
came towards the kitchen. It was true that the police would have 
reached if I had called them. What would 1 have told them ? Would 
I have said that Dilip was my friend ? Would 1 have said that he had 
inurdered someone ? 

They’d have asked me how 1 came to know about it. What'd 
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Dilip have said to the police—and to me ? 

I stood for a while. Anyway Dilip should leave this place as quickly 
as possible. 

I looked at the watch. Seven minutes to one. 

I placed the tray arranged by my wife before Dilip. Without any 
hesitation or unnecessary talk, he gulped everything down with his 
head lowered. He was perhaps very hungry. Perhaps he had not 
eaten anything throughout the day. 

My wife was a wonderful cook. The food in my house had a 
special fragrance. 

I could smell the food. My mouth watered. 

Dilip Chand was attacking the mutton with a lot of gusto. He was 
chewing the bones to a paste. Suddenly he looked very small and 
common to me in the bare body. I had been looking at his ordinary 
brown body rather than his face. I sat down on the chair and said 
firmly, ‘Dilip, | want to hear what exactly has happened.’ 

He put a bone inside his mouth and smiled at me. His eyes creased 
a bit. 

But I was very firm inside and outside. As he finished chewing 
on the bone, he said, ‘Can’t you wait for a moment ? You have given 
me food. Let me finish. Then I will tell you.’ 

It was one twenty in the morning by that time. The night was 
deep outside. There were only dreams throughout the world. 
Everyone was wobbling in the land of dreams. 

I could hear Dilip squeezing the wet shirt dry in the bathroom. He 
came and stood before me. He said, ‘Look Tapas. I am already late. 
1 will tell you everything some other day. Another person would be 
waiting for me between two and three. Allow me to go. And I have 
no plans of leaving this shirt with you. You did not oppose at all 
when I said that 1’d leave it here. That was perhaps because you 
love me. Or may be you had no idea of the danger involved in that. 
I have no desire to put you into any kind of danger.’ 

‘Why don't you tell me clearly about the nature of danger ? Why 
did you come to me in the first place if there was any danger ?” 

‘Is there a safer place for me than this ? Can anyone even think 
that 1 might be in the house of Praharaj Saheb ?’ 

‘Were you in hiding here ?’ 

‘Let us assume that 1 had hid here.’ 
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The next question was at the tip of my tongue. I only suffered 
not being able to ask that. 

‘Okay, suppose I have done exactly that—what you are not able 
to ask me.’ 

‘What does that mean ?’ 

‘Suppose I have murdered someone ?’ 

I stood up all on a sudden and said, ‘Impossible.’ 

He made me sit slowly and said, ‘It is rather very much possible.’ 
Nothing is easier than murdering a man.’ 

I held my own with a lot of difficulty. 1 had no idea what I was 
going to say next. 

He looked at the wall with steady eyes and said, ‘You won’t be 
able to understand that. The reason is you have never considered 
things from that angle. There is no time to tell you all that. You 
cannot bear it too. Let me go. You know that I don't climb hills the 
easy way as you do.’ 

‘That’s right. But I am also not capable of murdering someone.’ 

‘But you are not bothered if there is a murder in your neighbour’s 
house.’ 

‘Who told you that I am not bothered ?° 

‘There is enough proof of that.’ 

‘Wrong. You know very well that I could call the police any 
time.’ 

‘I know that. But I also know why you are not able to call. Listen 
to me, Tapas. You believe that every criminal should be punished. 
You will be surprised to know that I too exactly want that. But do 
you know where there is the problem ? In this easy manner of yours 
in identifying the criminals and punishing them. Now look here. Can 
you murder me here just like that once you know that I am a 
murderer ? No, you don't have enough guts to do that. Police will 
come. They will arrest the person. Lawyers and judges will waste 
time in a farce. After that—that is, after one, two or five years, one 
morning they will tie his hands in the back and hang him. You are 
happy that the criminal has been punished. You did your duty. What 
a hero you are ! Let it go. How could you even identify criminals ? 
What punishment can you dish out ?... Let me go. | am running out 
of time.’ 

He unfolded that wet shirt and tied it around his waist. Bare feet, 
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bare body. unkempt hair, very common man. He was a criminal ali 
right~but Dilip Chand stood apart. It was difficult not to acknowledge 
him. 

He opened the front door and went out quietly. He melted into the 
darkness. 

The time was two twenty in the morning. 

Suddenly I felt I was very tired. There was no life left in me. 
Unsteadily 1 walked near the sofa and fell in a heap on that. I closed 
my eyes. I’d have felt much better if 1 had been able to sleep. 1 felt 
uneasy and even more tired. 1 was irritable. | broke into a sweat as 
if my body had become hot in the heat of fire. 1 did not even have 
the inclination to stand up and switch on the fan. I just lied motionless 
like that. 

I got up with a start. Shouts and shrieks could be heard from 
outside. My chest was thumping. The legs were trembling like wings 
of birds. Somehow 1 managed to reach the balcony. 

‘Murder, there is murder. Cal! the police. Police ! Police !’ 

‘Who is murdered ?° I looked down from the balcony and asked 
tersely. 

The footsteps running in the darkness disappeared. Again people 
were shouting near that square.’ The murder had been committed 
there. The crime was there. | had a great desire to go and sec. Ayain 
fear was lurking within me. Prestige, respect, high-ranki-s officer ! 
—I looked at the watch. 

It was three in the morning. 

I shivered from head to toe. Some time back Dilip Chand was 
saying, “Another person would be waiting between two and‘three.” 
My God ! Was he talking about this tellow ? “Nothing: was easier 
than murdering a man.’ How terrible ! 

I wobbled back to the sofa. 

The tiger had come and gone away. Its footstéps were there all 
over the house. Fierce animal. He should be shot on sight from now 
on or else the police might be asked to shoot him. Idiot ! 

I felt very sick. | extended my hand to pick up the tray from the 
guest room. I pushed back. I ran the water in the bathroom tor a 
long time and tried to clean the invisible marks from the floor with 
ny fect. I moved from the guest room to the drawing room nuinerous 
times and returned. Someone shouted loudly from the road, “Hey, 
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Tapasbabu. Your gate is open. Stray cattle have entered your gardens.” 

‘Let me go now. I will tell you everything some other time.’ 

I came near the balcony and saw that it vas already dawn. Jagdish- 
babu had started already tor his morning walk wearing a half pant. 
He could not push out the cattle from my garden. Shall that work 
wait until the arrival of the gardener or shall I do it ? | thought about 
it standing. Jagdish Babu passed on the responsibility to me on seeing 
me and walked away. 

But I was feeling much better. It was light by now. The police 
vehicle could be seen near the square. I had no desire to go there. | 
had been standing just like that watching the sun coming out. 

From behind the voice came, ‘Come and have tea.’ 

I turned around suddenly. 1 got angry. ‘What do you mean by 
calling like that ?° | 

My wife looked at me with scared eyes. 

Perhaps | had been drinking throughout the night without sleeping. 
1 had done many bad'things. She walked away slowly to the drawing 
room. | sat down gloomily. We drank tea silently. All my nerves 
were still taut. | ` 

‘Hi, Tapas Babu,’ it was the voice of Jagdish Pandia. The iea 
cup almost fell from my hand. He had entered inside as | was going 
out to greet him. 

‘Have you heard of the strange happenings of last night ?’ Perhaps 
I’d have turned into stone there itself. 1 walked behind him dragging 
my feet as if they vere bags of sand. He was moving towards the 
guest room. I pushed him towards the drawing room using more 
force than necessary. 

Strange things have happened last night. Civilized people cannot 
live in this city any more. It was around nine in the evening. Someone 
stabbed the twelve year old son of Suruja Patra near the Durgamandap 
square. The boy was writhing on the ground. People were howling. 
Someone picked up the boy and carried him to the hospital. The 
boy would have died if he had not reached there in time. That man 
had not talked to anyone. No onc had seen his face. He had vanished 
by the time people looked for him. Suraja returned from his son to 
carry his clothes, Who Knew why he returned ? Someone stabbed 
him the moment he entered the house. He died on the spot. 

‘Police is saying that Suruja Patra had received a letter. Apparently. 
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he had a long list of unknown crimes to his credit. The police was 
not shown that list... do you understand the matter ?’ 

Perhaps 1 was looking absentmined or scared. Perhaps I looked 
like that as I had no sleep in the night. 

‘And listen. Already seven such murders have been committed 
including Patra. Apparently, my name too figures in the list. Ha, ha, 
what could they prove against me ? My paperwork is very strong. | 
am not even afraid of the Supreme Court—but those people are 
digging deep and keeping track of everything. Let them. I'd be scared 
only if I have committed any crime.’ 

He was feeling sick. He stood up to leave. ‘No one is able to 
detect anything. Extremely inefficient police. No one is safe here, 
you take it from me. 

I was in two minds. Who had lifted the boy to the hospital ? And 
who murdered his father the same night ? How’d it be to confide 
everything in the police ? 

The police might catch him and hang him. 

...No, what is the harm in keeping quiet as if I knew nothing. Let 
Dilip climb hills like that until he comes face to face with the tiger. 
Until his foot slips from the peak. He will go his way. No one could 
stop him. 

Jagdishbabu turned around from the doorsteps and said, ‘And 
listen to this weird thing. Another body has been found near the 
garden of Patra. He has his shirt tied around his waist. No one is able 
to recognise him.’ 

Something leapt up like fire within me. Things fell in a heap on 
me. 

I can recognise if 1 see him’, | don’t know how | said that. 

He looked at me with his eyes enlarged. He laughed in a strange 
way and praised me. ‘Okay. | am telling that to the police.’ He jumped 
down the stairs in a youthful manner. 

Perhaps I! could not stand any longer with my feet pn the ground. 
I sat down on the bed of the guest room. I hid my face and cried for 
a long time like a baby. My wife seemed to be feeling very anxious 
about me. But I was not going to die that easily. After all, 1 was a 
pricey officer of the government itself. 

And tonight at nine I will go to the police station and make a 
statement. 
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In the rented house, it was forbidden to talk in a loud voice. That 
disturbed the sickish sleep of the house owner on the other side of 
the wall time and again. But of course he had the liberty of grinding 
his paan for an hour in an iron masher in the dead of the night. He 
opened and closed his doors five times during the night. He was the 
landlord after all ! 

Distributing a million and half wishes of life between three rooms, 
one had to hear every morning,‘Why don’t you convert that room 
near the toilet into the kitchen ? Everyone uses ovens of coal these 
days. There is also no smoke in a gas oven. How can you burn so 
much wood everyday ? Is it possible to whitewash the house five 
times in a year ?’ 

‘If you do not have a mosquito pot, buy one immediately. How 
can you destroy the wall hitting nails all over it everyday. ?° 

‘If you feed the chitdren properly, they won't baw! like this. If 
you can't meet ends find a smaller house in proportion to your salary. 
You cannot manage here.’ 

Sometime when the children played outside and the man was 
having coffee with his wife after returning from the office at 5 p.m., 
a glowering face looked up from the other side of the wall and said, 
‘It is already the third of the month. Babu was asking whether you 
have received your salary or not ?’° And the face vanished beyond 
the wall. 

Do you know the name of that tall, gawky and toothy gentleman 
living on rent in that house ? Where does he work ? What is his 
salary ?... Let it go. How does it matter ? 

But that gentleman had wonderful ideas as to how a house ought 
to be constructed. The other day he was saying how he’d build a 
one-storey pucca house if he got enough space somewhere. Half the 
land in front of the house would be earmarked for the garden. Every 
morning loads of flowers would be blooming there. He’d plant only 
country flowers. Dahlia and genia were strictly for the fencing. Once 
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the country flower plants were planted. he had no objection to throw 
ina few cartoons of multi-coloured leaves and some bright-coloured 
flower plants just to dazzle the eyes. In between the flower plants. 
lawns of deep green grass had to be prepared. Wide, white-moorumed 
roads in the middle of the garden. Two rows of dew-smooth. straight 
betelnut trees on both sides of the road. An ample portico to park the 
car. A largish drawing room. Wall to wall thick carpeting. Large 
open windows in the bedrooms. Light parrot coloured walls... And 
the dreams went on. There'd also be a separate room for his poet 
friends. The mattresses, bedsheets and doorscreens of that room 
would be as light coloured as silver flowers blooming on the waves 
of the blue sea, the kind of colour that would seem to fly away with 
the breeze. There'd be a sculpting room too. That room would be full 
of different kinds of stones. Very sharp chisels and hammers would 
be there. On another side all kinds of strange art pieces would be 
arranged on stands made of teak and mahogany. There'd be fencing 
of dense, low hybrid mango trees in the backyard. All other kinds of 
fruit plants would be there. There'd be a pond in the middle bound 
by rocks. Rows of coconut trees around the pond. The lonely evenings 
would be weighed down with the homecoming calls of all kinds of 
birds... 

But he had continued to stay in this three-roomed house. He was 
constantly in search of a sinaller house as there was never enough 
money. 

Another day he was talking about his ancestral house at his village. 
That house was standing very strong even now. Of course. the roof 
had caved in. Plants had grown on the walls. Wild plants had covered 
the courtyards. The village lads still caught loads of tish under the 
culverts in his fields. In their old mango grove, mangoes as big as 
human heads still grew to pull the branches down. 

But he is working somewhere to make ends meet. Every four 
months he received transfer orders and moved from a place like a cat 
digging seven holes to hide her kitten. At those times, his children 
stood in a row outside the house wearing decent dresses. It did not 
take him much time to break his small nest at one place and set it up 
somewhere else. He had got used to: it. 

Do you Know the name of that tall, gawky and toothy gentleman 
who lives in the rented house ? That day when it was pouring down 
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from the skies, he was running in, the naked body in the streets 
oblivious of the rains and storm. His fungi was totally drenched and 
was sticking to his body. Many people of the street sitting on their 
verandahs or peeping through their windows.saw him running. But 
no one said anything. His eyes had been dilated. His chin had hung 
low; he had been running in that rain and storm as if he was pedalling 
a boat with his bare hands. 

Two to three children were running behind him in the same way. 
They too were drenched. Two young boys who were watching this 
became curious and got down on the road with umbrella in hand. In 
no time, ten to fifteen people were running on the road. At intervals 
someone was asking,‘ What has happened ?° and again they were 
running. No answer was forthcoming from anyone. 

All of them stood panting at the place where all the drains of the 
town had come together and flown into the south facing river. The 
chests were'heaving—the mouths agape. Everyone seemed to-have 
lost his voice. 

The school building with its doors and windows closed was being 
hit by rains constantly in front of them. Rainlashes were forming a 
layer of smoke on the tiled roof. 

Suddenly, it was heard. “Tell me, what was its colour ?° 

Panting, one child answered, ‘Blue.’ 

All on a sudden, that tall, gawky and toothy man bent his neck 
low. Both his eyes floated away in the roaring, blue waves. He seemed 
startled to see something in the river. But it was only an earthen pot 
which was rolling in the current of the water. He shrank into himself. 

It was seen after that he was hastily tucking in his lungi. His eyes 
were on that drain. The hands were trembling. The lungi was not 
long enough. The knot on the lungi was getting untied time and again. 
He entered the water as he Kept on tying the knot. 

Someone else asked, “Hey kid, have you seen that boy falling 
into the drain and getting washed away 2° 

Everyone shouted in one voice, ‘Oh no! A child has fallen into a 
drain and has been washed away.” 

Anniousness increased. Everyone started pushing everyone else. 
Everyone craned his neck towards the drain. 

Somcone said, ‘Get a net.” Someone else said, ‘Let us go down 
the stream.” Another person said. “We won't find him any more. He 
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must have gone down in the current.’ 

Those two small children were looking bewildered. They were 
watching every thing—the faces of the elderly people, the babbling, 
wet people all around and the lungi-clad father entering the drain. 
One of them said, “But no child has fatten into the drain ! The blue 
pencil fell from the hand of Kuma and floated away in the drain.’ 

The other boy immediately retorted, ‘Lies. You are telling only 
lies. You snatched it from my hand. You threw it into the drain. You 
threw the blue pencil.” 

Everything came to a halt all on a sudden. Everyone rushed at 
those boys amidst that heavy rain. Kuma’s father pushed everyone to 
reach the boys. He shook one of them by his shoulders. He raised his 
hand as if to strike and said, ‘Get lost. 1 ought to break a few of your 
bones. Rascal, why didn’t you say that from the beginning ? Oh 
God, I had lost all my senses !... Where is that scoundrel girl ?’ 

Kuma was sobbing while latching on to her mother. She was 
saying, ‘He did not cover me with the umbrella. He said that he’d 
tell Father and get me beaten up. I had been standing on the verandah 
of the school since he ran away. | was waiting for the rains to stop.’ 

He had come running midway through his lunch. His wife and 
two sons had also run behind him out of fright. 

No one was looking at anyone else as they were returning home. 
In that heavy rains, the entire family was silently returning to the 
shelter of that three-roomed rented house. The heads were all lowered. 

The people were talking among themselves, ‘What is the name 
of that gentleman ? Where does he work ? Where is his native place ? 
—Who knows ? Who knows? Who knows ?’ 

A tall, gawky and toothy man. He might have stayed in a very 
good house. But now he lives in a three-roomed house rented from 
that old, toothless man. Do you know his name ? 
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‘The confrontation will take place only on the battlefield. What is 
the point of getting impatient from now ? 1 am telling you that there 
is going to be a solution this time. The matter is no longer in the 
hands of human beings. Our Chacha jaan—! don’t know if you know 
him—the same one who has gone ten times to Peshawar. Every time 
he has brought back sackfuls of pista and akhrot—that Karim Mian 
is not likely to tell a lie. He was saying that the house of the Parichhas 
is reverberating. When you go that way, you can hear the war cries. 
He is worshipping the Panchamukhi Hanuman Baba. He has brought 
sorcerers from the hill and the puja is on twenty four hours of the 
day. This time the Panchamukhi Hanuman is going to show his power. 
He might be born as a monkey. But he is a brahmachari from birth. 
He keeps on wrestling all the time. He lifts mountains. He jumps 
across the seas. That is how he is known as the mighty Bajrangbali. 
On top of everything, he has five faces. Smeared all over with sacks 
of vermillion. All the ten eyes of silver are burning. He is the one 
who is grinding his teeth. He is trembling in anger and hurling the 
war cries. That sorcerer has kept him under control. But the day he 
orders him to march on, he is going to throw your village, roads and 
houses straight into the sea.’ 

‘You know, you stupid Mian. Everyone knows how intelligent 
you are. That tribal mason of yours masquerading as a sorceror does 
less of sorcery and cheats a hundred times more. He does not have 
any idea about the puja rites. He is the one who is smoking marijuana 
inside and throwing those war cries. And a bunch of stupid people 
like you say that it is Hanuman playing all those tricks. This Saturday 
only he has purchased a clay image from the marketplace. Does that 
turn into Hanuman if you smear it with vermillion and tix five faces ? 
What does that fellow know about it ? If you asked the pedigreed 
Brahmin of our village, he could tell you the right thing. So listen. 
There is no need to discuss that yellow Hanuman. You should Know 
that your time is over. That Paikray has installed Kali. The Mother’s 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


158 Father Samuel and other stories 


face is red with vermillion and her tongue is sticking out. You'd lose 
your senses if you take one look at her. Your mouth will fall open. 
The nephew of that Brahmin has pleased Kali by worshipping Her 
in the funeral ground and then he has installed Her in the house of 
Paikray. Those crimson eyes, that one and a half foot long tongue 
and that saber—oh my god ! Only if Kali races at your village with 
her piercing screams, your village will go up in flames even before 
you have blinked once. The doomsday will arrive suddenly in the 
middle of the night. What makes you run after Parichha in this 
fashion? If you said ‘Ram’ twice before that yellow Hanuman, he 
would roll on the ground on his own. And look here. When Mahakali 
is on the warpath, she would even grind her husband to dust if he 
dared stop her. Mother ! Oh, Mother ! Save us." 

When you sat on the bridge near the marketplace by the side of 
the river, the breeze blew from the lower side in the evening. 
Parichha’s village was on this side of the river and Paikray’s village 
was on the other side. The Jaanla river is in between. The river roars 
in the rains. And it is just a sand field during the summer.The people 
of both the villages jump out of their skins at the time of festivities. 
That whole area comes alive. And in the same way not even a kitten 
can be seen anywhere once the festivities are over. Everyone gets 
lost in his own sorrows. If you sat near the river, you could even hear 
a grasshopper flying around. You could hear a dry leaf falling to the 
ground. As if there was no one alive in both the villages. 

The place has come alive again in the past few days. Even one 
could hear shouts suddenly at odd hours. It was even more when the 
night came. In most of the houses. the children were. wearing new 
clothes. There were two shops on the two sides of the river. Kishore 
Patra on one side and Bholi Patra on the other. These days they are 
handling twenty to thirty hundred rupee notes everyday. People are 
buying different kinds of things. Money gleamed throughout the 
village like gold. Nothing was said. But everyone knew. A group of 
people had been waiting in the wings to find out those most likely to 
cross the floor. Another bunch was racking its brains as to how to 
catch them in time. They had chosen sides openly. Abusing each 
other openly. With daggers and bamboo sticks in hand, they were 
spoiling for a fight. The majorities, who were left out, enjoyed the 
fun. 
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The fortress of Paikray was made up of walls joined by lime. 
Inside there were sheds for elephants. horses, slaves and maidservants. 
Bhramarabara Paikary was standing on the terrace with crackers 
worth ten thousand rupees on the occasion of Diwali. The festivities 
had been going to throughout the night. The whole village had been 
staring amazed. All kinds of crackers were bursting. The sounds 
were loud enough to shake the vitals of everyone. There was no 
answer from the other side of the river. By dawn, Paikray had retumed 
as if he had conquered the fort of Lanka. The villagers had woken up 
only in the afternoon. 

‘What strength does Parichha have ? How could he take on 
Paikray ?° The villagers were talking among theinselves. 

On the other side of the river in the same night, Parichha had 
distributed winter clothes throughout the village. He had also given 
a packet of sweets to everyone. He had lighted lamps outside the 
doors of all the people. Holding aloft a light, he had called all the 
important people of the village to join him. The villagers had heard 
the crackers bursting from the other side of the river. They had seen- 
the rockets speeding across the skies. 

The villagers had come out on the roads in the morning covering 
themselves with winter clothes. Paikray had just thrown the money 
down the gutter. The stupid fellow ! 

This was not the matter of one day. This confrontation had been 
on since ages. Matter came to heads at the drop of a feather. The 
villagers had always decided who was the winner. 

Paikray had entered into business at the right time. His third 
cinema hall was in the process of being constructed. Immense wealth. 
Seemed to be never-ending. Negotiations were on to buy the biggest 
chunk of land in the capital. 

Parimal Parichha was of a different mould. None of his work 
ever stopped midway. No one had any idea how he gathered his 
resources. No one could judge him by his appearance. 

This was the final battle. A matter of life and death. Paikray had 
already won the elections twice. He had electrified his village. He 
had repaired the roads. There was nothing of the kind on the side of 
Parichha. He had made arrangements for cow dung gas. He had got 
the people of the village together to build roads. 

Parichha did not have money power. The dresses of his children 
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were dirty. His house had not been whitewashed even once in five 
years. The thick, rough shirt that he himself wore was torn on the 
left side. People saw everything and understood him. They did not 
leave his side. 

Paikray had installed Kali to win the battle without a hitch. To 
destory enemies, to gain more wealth and fame. Wearing a silk dhoti 
he offered the garlands of Mandara flower to the goddess. He 
prostrated face down and made obeisance. The place reverberated 
with shouts of ‘Praise be to Kali Maa.’ Marking their foreheads with 
vermillion, his henchmen raced in all directions. They could cut off 
heads and bring them back if ordered. They walked fast inside the 
village of Parichha. They did not open their mouths. If they did that, 
the youth of the village might rush at them. 

Thus, the cat and mouse game went on throughout that area. No 
one could say who was going to win. 

The henchmen of Paikray were talking. 

* What'd happen if you worshipped a monkey like that ? He himself 
is naked. A servant of someone else. What could he give ?’ 

‘But our Muslim brethren are engaged in serving Hanuman. The 
money is neither Hindu nor Muslim.’ 

The Brahma could not take it any longer. 

‘What is this talk about monkeys ? Is Hanuman]ji a mere monkey ? 
Don't talk like that against the gods. There will be great calamities.’ 

Paikray felt uneasy. 

‘Why are you people talking like that ? So Purohitji, is there any 
benefit in worshipping this Hanuman ?’ 

The answer came taking everyone by surprise. 

“If you know how to worship, all your problems will vanish. You 
can achieve the impossible if you can use tantra to worship and please 
the Panchamukhi Hanuman. He can destroy everything if he takes 
offence.’ 

Paikray left that place quietly. Others also stopped talking when 
they found that their master had become quiet. The priest watched 
sitently. Fire was burning in front of Kali. 

The next day tgn people were seen crossing the river to go to the 
village of Parichha with loads on their shoulders. Paikray’s people 
were carrying coconuts, bananas and laddus. 

‘Hey Rahman, where are these people carrying all these 
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coconuts ?’ 

‘Who knows ?”° 

‘Why, these people are entering the village.’ 

‘Yes, yes. That’s right. Where are they going? Let us go and see.’ 

People called each other and walked behind those men carrying 
the loads. 

The men stopped in front of the house of Parichha. Everyone 
was amazed. 

This was surely the end ! 

‘Coconuts for the enemy ? What is the matter ?’ 

Some men came out of the house of Parichha and asked, ‘Why 
this crowd at the doorstep ?° 

The chief of the people on Paikray's side stepped out. His towel 
was hanging from his neck. 

He said, ‘We have carried fruits for Hanuman Ji. Bhramarbar 
Paikray has sent his regards to Hanuman Ji.’ 

They looked at each other. They also looked at the loads of 
coconuts, bananas and laddus. 

What’d Parichha do when he discovers this ? Perhaps he’d pack 
these people off. Who were they to send food to our Lord ? If they 
want it, we could send a few goats and chicken from here for Kali 
Mata. 

Parichha’s man did not know how to act. He answered, ‘Let me 
ask inside.’ 

The villagers knew that Paricha was not at home. They also knew 
that he had no faith in such puja. He had agreed because of his wife 
and to win over the villagers. 

‘There are no men more true than our Parichha Babu.’ 

‘Oh, yes. Neither has there been ever anyone like him nor anyone 
is likely to be.’ 

‘But why Paikray has sent all these materials ?° 

‘Who knows ?’ 

‘There has to be a motive. Who knows what he has hid in them ?”° 

‘Before eating any of those stuff, they should be tested by feeding 
crows and pigeons.’ 

‘That's right. That's right.’ 

* Why don't you speak out, Lachhinan Bhai. You are an intetligent 
person.’ 
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‘The matter is that our village folks are really quite simple. It is 
not easy to understand the tricks of the people of that village. But 1 
can see two things. Our Hanuman has appeared in his dreams in the 
night. He has sent all these things here out of fear.’ 

‘Else it might be something else. He is a very clever man. There 
are rumours that he is distributing money in our village in the sly at 
nights. The poor will sell their soul if they got money. Knowing this 
he has sent bribes for Hanuman. Hanuman will no longer let out 
those war cries once he is bribed. Parichha's side will become weak.’ 

‘What did you say ? Oh, no. Oh, no. Bribes have also got in 
here ? Lachhman Bhai, you have said the correct thing. This is bribing 
stuff.’ 

The word spread slowly that Paikray had sent coconuts and 
bananas to win over Hanuman by bribing him. 

Parichha's man reappeared from inside the house. Everyone 
became quiet. 

‘Mother has ordered that the offerings would be accepted and 
placed near Hanuman Ji. The Lord does not belong to any one person. 
He belongs to everyone.’ 

‘Hear, hear ! That’s right. The Lord belongs to everyone.’ 

The offerings were placed before Hanuman. Coconuts, bananas 
and laddus were first offered to Paikray’s people. The offerings were 
distributed among the villagers. Paikray heard everything. He made 
no comment. 

The next day the offerings before Kali were distributed in 
Parichha’s village. Kali Maa did not belong to any one person either. 
She belonged to everyone. 

People from each village visited the other. There were crowds 
near the pujas. 

Parichha had been away four days on tour. His close people could 
not digest all these goings on. They sent word to Parichha. 

When he returned he discovered people from Paikray’s village 
shouting on his village road, ‘Glory be to Hanuman Ji. Glory be to 
Bajrangbali.’ | 

He glared at them. Without saying anything to anyone he went 
inside his house and sat gravely. His wife came and asked, ‘Go and 
wash yourself. Won’t you eat something ?’ 

Parichha’s hair was dry. Two days’ beard on his face. He did not 
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answer. Instead he lit a cigarette and pulled on it quietly. 

His wife came near him and said, 

‘Paikray had sent ten loads of coconuts, bananas and laddus the 
day before. | have told you that Sankatamochan Hanuman is very 
powerful. We will have no sorrows if he is pleased. Just see how all 
have mingled together these past few days like thé days of yore. It 
seems like festive time. People are saying that their Kali Puja 
decoration is fantastic. What harm is there if we go visiting once ?’ 

The eyes of Parichha burnt like cinders behind the smoke. He 
was pulling on the cigarette faster than the need. Sweat beads were 
gleaming on his forehead. 

All on a sudden he stood up and went side the puja room. The 
sorcerer was swaying from one side to the other and letting out war 
cries amid the burning of incense. Parichha glared hard at him with 
his hands turning into fists. Suddenly he turned around and picked 
up the image of Hanuman from the pedestal. 

He ran outside. His wife fell down in a heap. She started wailing 
loudly that calamities were on their way. 

Many people had gathered outside. Parimal Parichha pushed 
himself inside them. 

‘Look, look brothers ! This is an image of clay. These are just 
vermillion. There is neither Hanuman nor Kali inside this. Come, I 
will throw this doll into the river before your very eyes. I ought to 
smash this here itself. But | won't do that. The reason is that hundreds 
of people have made obeisance to an image whether rightly or 
wrongly. Insulting this image is tantamount to insulting all those 
people. I cannot insult human beings. I cannot tolerate human beings 
being insulted.’ 

Saying this he ran towards the river without looking anywhere 
else. People ran after him. 

‘Hey, hey. The end of the world has come. Parichha has carried 
away Hanuman Ji to throw him to the water. Everything is over.’ 

People gathered in a crowd. Muddy water of the new year. There 
was a whirlpool near the old mango tree. Parichha picked up the 
image of Hanuman above his head and threw it hard into the water. 
Without being able to control himself, he was pulled forward by the 
force of it. People held him from the back. Otherwise he might have 
fallen into the water. 
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He was fuming while cleaning the dust off his body. 

His moustache was standing on its ends. Sparks were flying from 
his eyes. 

Without a word he started walking fast towards his house. He 
closed the door and locked it from inside. The people accompanying 
him stood at the door for sometime. 

From inside the house, the sound of someone crying softly could 
be heard. 

‘Why did Parichha behave like a mad man ?” 

‘He is that kind of a man.’ 

‘The man is educated. He thinks differently. Didn’t you see how 
he said such weighty things here, “I cannot tolerate human beings 
being insulted.” That’s the man.’ 

‘Lachhman Bhai, that is true all right. But why did he do that to 
Hanuman Baba ? This will beget bad luck.’ 

“You are speaking the right thing. | have a feeling that Kali Maa 
has become more powerful. It was she who has picked up Hanuman 
and thrown him into the water.” 

‘Forget it. What is going to happen now ?’? 

*Who knows ?”° 

No one came out of his house that day in the village. Again the 
chirping of the birds could be heard near the bank of the river. The 
sound of leaves falling on the ground could be heard. 

Parichha again came out in the afternoon. He called his henchmen 
and said, ‘Be on your guard. Paikray is a wily, old player. No one 
can know what his next move might be. I am tackling him at other 
places. You be on guard here all the time. We have to fight this out.’ 

‘He is spending money like water. His people are knocking at the 
doors of our people softly in the nights. They are throwing money at 
them when someone comes out.’ 

Parichha jumped into the air and roared, ‘Why don’t they throw 
the money on their faces ? How much more can 1 persuade these 
stupid, silly people ? Shall we sell our prestige just because he has 
money ?° 

‘It is not that. But you must understand the psyche of the poor. 
They can run their households for five days if they got twenty rupees. 
Things might have been different if they’d be getting something from 
our side.’ 
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“You tell me first how much you need. Then we will take care of 
the others.” 

“You get angry when we tell you of our sorrows. What else can 
we do ? The election is only four days away. No campaigning 
permitted after the day after tomorrow. In the next two days we must 
distribute at least ten thousand rupees in this village and Paikray's 
village. He is spending money like water.” ” 

‘Shut up ! I have never believed in distributing money like that. 
There is no value of a vote which has been bought. If they vote for 
me on my face value, it is all right. | do not care otherwise. You take 
a thousand rupees for your expenses. You explain everything clearly 
to them and keep a watch on them. My prestige is the same as the 
prestige of the village and your own prestige.’ 

He sat in the jeep and moved ahead. 

They stood with their heads lowered amid the dust. Someone 
started complaining. 

‘If you are so honest, you should turn into a monk. Why do you 
hanker after votes to become a minister ? What is the use of a thousand 
rupees at such times ? This fellow does not seem to have any money. 
How can he contest the election ?° 

It was the next day. Drums started beating in Paikray’s village. 
The ground shook. A huge procession started towards the village of 
Parichha. 

They stopped near that mango tree on the river bank. They kept 
the image of Kali there and played on musical instruments. They had 
their explanation. Paikray had said, ‘God belonged to everyone. No 
two opinions about that.’ Hence he had sent the moving imazge of the 
Mother to this village. She will stay here. Puja will take place as 
usual. Paikray will pay for all the expenses. There will be a feast 
tonight. Everyone will join it. 

‘Karim Mian, what is happening ? Yesterday Parichha had thrown 
Hanuman Baba into the water at this place. And now look at this. 
Mother Kali is installed exactly there.” 

‘Very strange thing indeed.’ 

‘I believe Hanuman Baba deliberately deserted us. Hanuman was 
true brahmachari. But Mother Kali is a woman. That is why Hanuman 
Ji left the place.’ 

°[ think He became scared. As such He was a vegetarian living 
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on leaves and fruits. And look at Mother Kali here. All the time she 
is drenched in blood. She is full of strength.’ 

‘Do you see all these, Mian ? Was I not telling you that things 
have gone out of the hands of human beings ? Now it is up to the 
gods. The fight is now between them.’ 

There was a big crowd near the intage of Kali in the evening. 
Parichha’s wife herself went with the women of the village and made 
obeisance to Kali. Arrangements were on for the big feast. Paikray 
arrived at ten in the night. Everyone saw him put a hundred rupee 
note on the plate after applying vermillion to the head. That paper 
Jooked something totally alien amid the five and ten paise coins on 
the plate. 

His people indicated to him that they had won the battle. The 
people of the whole village were near him. Roars of ‘Glory be to 
Mother Kali’ were heard again and again. The people refrained them- 
selves from shouting ‘Glory be to Paikray’ as that might have exposed 
them. 

News started reaching Paikray that his men had been winning 
the whole kingdom in the process of distributing money. 

Parichha was talking sense and he was speaking the truth. But 
the votes depended on the people. 

In the night he wanted to go and greet Parichha. 

Parimal Parichha was about his age. They had studied together. 
Moved around together. He recalled that Parichha was always ahead 
of him in everything. 

Parichha used to draw beautiful pictures. He had received zero 
mark for himself in the process of drawing a bird for Paikray in the 
examination. When Paikray was drowning in the swollen-up Jaanla 
river, Parichha had jumped in to rescue him. When he had carried 
him to the bank, no one was present there. Who would have enjoyed 
all these if he had not saved Paikray that day ? 

But Paikray spread the word that it was Parichha who was getting 
drowned. He would have died if Paikray had not rescued him. 

In the last ten years he had invited Parichha ten times to join 
forces with him. He has told him of ten different ways to earn money. 
But Parichha had instigated people and paid no heed to him. Paikray’s 
enemies had come to him to buy him off. But he had not allowed 
himself to be bought off. He had wanted to win this earth by himself. 
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Stupid fellow ! 

Parichha's wife came from the same village as his wife. Parichha's 
children were quite good looking. But what was the meaning of 
dressing them up in cheap, white cotton cloth ? Parichha could not 
match him. Even then he was dear to him. He was his faith, his ideal. 
His defeat, his victory. 

Paikray had been thinking of all these while standing. Parichha's 
family came his way going back home. They greeted Paikray. 

Paikray told Parichha’s wife, ‘Parichha is my friend. But he is 
only a kid in politics. Can anyone do politics without first taking 
care of the home front ?° 

Hemalata Parichha did not appreciate this remark. But there was 
no way to protest when it was the truth. She was walking away with 
her head lowered. 

Paikray stepped forward and said, ‘You are from my father-in- 
law's village. Parimal might be contesting me. But you are our own 
folk. I have a request to make. I will tell you only if you agree to 
accept.’ 

Hemalata waited patiently. 

‘This is my secretary. He will meet you. He will carry Mother's 
blessings for you. I hope you will not return it.’ 

Hemalata walked away quietly. 

Paikray called the man and extended something to him. He also 
explained everything. 

When Hemalata turned around near her doorsteps, the secretary 
extended a parcel. Paikray had sent a small gift for the children. He 
left. 

He returned to Paikray and indicated that the job was done. 

Wringing his hands and looking at the crowd near the image of 
Kali, Paikray softly told himself, ‘Ten thousand rupees is not such a 
big thing.” 
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Perhaps the birds call here first. After that the Mulla of the mosque. 
Kirtans also take place in some areas. The calls of the birds get merged 
with the sweet sleep of the dawn like dreams. It would seem that 
lines of trees along the roads of the capital are slowly waking up 
from sleep and stretching themselves. Touching the tree sleeping 
next to them, they were making all kinds of sounds. The lonely roads 
of the capital at dawn were very beautiful like smooth, long hands 
and legs. The short nights of the summer. Bhubaneswar has gone to 
sleep comforted by the dew of the dawn. It felt extremely good to 
see it lying so quietly and confidently. It kept on breathing from the 
south to the north. Very cool, unadulterated breeze. The fragrance of 
many different flowers only if one could discern it. The calls of many 
kinds of birds if one had the ears for it. 

This hour could be called the dawn. It was still dark all around. A 
car started from that end. It was perhaps moving this way. Oh. it 
might belong to the owner of that rose-coloured double-storeyed 
building. Just see how the car is rolling down slowly on this wide 
road without a care in the world like a boat swimming across a river. 
Unsteady owner, unsteady car ! Who knew where that man spent 
his nights like this ! But he returned to his house stealthily before 
dawn. Somehow he managed to park his car and entered the house 
with measured steps. He banged the door shut. Who knew when that 
door opened again ? Maybe it'd be opening again at dusk. Such a 
rich man! Such huge building. Cars, money, power—he had every- 
thing. At times some people resembling the images of goddesses 
came out of that house in the morning. Must be his family members. 
How exquisitely beautiful they were ! And yet that man moved out- 
side throughout the night for some reason. Had that man ever seen 
that image of goddess, that tall, golden-coloured girl and that rose- 
coloured boy in the light of the morning ? How’d it be to wake him 
up sometime from his drunken sleep and show these people ? What 
answer would he give as to why their beautiful faces looked sad ? 
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Let it go. How did it matter to Nabaghana ? Nabaghana first 
cleaned all around that building. Biscuit tins, bread wrappings, paper 
covers, butter tins are strewn all around that house. Sometimes there 
were goodlooking bottles. Nabaghana put them aside for other people. 
What'd he do with that ? His men arrived just before it was light. 
These days women arrived sitting behind cycles. That young man 
Madhav arrived carrying both his mother and wife on the cycle. His 
mother sat on the front rod. Perhaps he felt shy about making his 
wife sit between his arms. Madhav was a nice boy. But his mother 
was a liar. She managed to get leave on most days by telling stories 
to the zamadar. The zamadar said, * You may not work. But you cannot 
leave this place.’ Benu, the zamadar, was no less either. He knew all 
these people very well. But he had a lot of respect for Nabaghana. 
Nabaghana was also quite elderly in age. He never wore anything 
except the government khaki dress. He wore a khaddar dhoti and a 
towel at home. He himself cooked and ate only one time at three in 
the afternoon. In the evenings, he recited one chapter of the Bhagavad 
Gita in the light of the lantern. Nabaghana was a sweeper of the 
Bhubaneswar Municipality. Benu had left everything to Nabaghana. 
Benu was also praised a great deal because of lim. Not even a straw 
was seen anywhere on the road in his territory. Everything was neat 
and beautitul. Nabaghana said, Look brothers—all these people who 
are sleeping now are the guests of the government. They will get up 
late. The sun will get up before them. Even the sun is an outsider. 
This place should be looking neat and clean like it has had a bath 
before the sun comes out. Then these houses will get up from sleep. 
They will open their eyes. The babus would come out from inside 
them. The tiny sahib kids would come out wearing shoes and socks 
with their school bags on the back. Just think what would happen if 
they step into a mound of cow dung as they come out.” 

They all agreed with him. After that the work started and the dust 
went up in the air. The unclean. ugly dirt and indiscipline all were 
gathered at one place to be banished. The zamadar lit fire to it with 
the fire of his bidi. Smoke went up near the top of the trees by the 
time the sun came out. 

Nabaghana moved one tamily from the middle of the road 
everyday. He called it the king's family. Nothing could be done 
without moving them. 
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That day he had an odd feeling. The reason was that the king's 
family was not there. Everyday at least two buckets of cow dung laid 
on that square. Urine ran down the road. The marks were there to be 
seen clearly. But that day nothing could be seen. 

First he woke up the young cows whose horns were just growing. 
They tried to ignore him like they were tired. Who was this 
uncivilized fellow who was disturbing them while they chewed food 
with their eyes closed ? After that Nabaghana patted the queens on 
their back. The mighty emperor dozed amid the Sindhis, Haryanas, 
country cows and hybrids with its huge head raised above all. He 
was the king bull of the Haryana kind. No one had ever seen such a 
huge bull in the capital before. Its colour was white with a sprinkle 
of red all over. The bull was huge as a mountain. People made way 
whichever direction he turned towards. The vegetable vendors 
shouted ‘Look, Coromandal has arrived’ as it entered the market 
without bothering about anything and treating human beings as less 
than flies. Nabaghana had a great deal of respect for the bull. But he 
could not bear it when he found it in the company of low-caste females 
or getting dirty with cow dung. He made it stand up. He cleaned it 
with water. He dusted it and patted it on the back saying. ‘Get up, 
Bhubaneswar, it is worth a lakh of rupees just to see you stand in the 
middle of the road. You need not wear the string of cauries and the 
peacock feathers like the bull of Shiva. You look like a god even 
when you stand just naked like that. This world looks beautiful as 
you step slowly forward. Why do you get mixed up in this heap of 
cow dung ? Why are you intentionally looking ugly like this ?’ 

Nabaghana did not see the herd of cows on the street. He could 
not also see his dear bull. For some reason he had no further desire 
to work. Everything seemed empty. Today Bhubanewar was not there; 
the capital was shorn of its show. Where had Bhubaneswar gone ? 
Nabaghana wanted to know that. But he did not have the inclination 
to get up and go in search of it. Everyone's eyes were on Bhubaneswar. 
Everyone wanted to possess it. But who could tie an elephant-like 
animal like that to his doorsteps ? Who had that kind of courage ? 
Nabaghana went and sat under that bent nim tree. The place where 
Fakira opened his tea shop in the afternoon. Nabaghana and his 
friends had tea there on a monthly basis. He charged ten rupees per 
month. This was the only indulgence of Nabaghana. Without the 
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tea, his muscles ached. No one else could brew the tea to set the 
mood going as Fakira. 

Nabaghana looked at the houses in front of him from under that 
tree. All kinds of things could be seen when all those opened. They 
were all shops. Some sold only books. Some sold medicines. Some 
sold shoes and some other sold clothes. Some sold oil and soap. So 
many things to sell and so many people to buy them ! By the time the 
rush hour started there, Nabaghana and his friends returned from all 
around and huddled together near the shop of Fakira. Many kinds of 
shoe prints fell on the marks made by brooms near the doorsteps. 
The babus smoked cigarettes and threw the butts there. They chewed 
paans and spat there. They were all made that way. Those people 
thought that they were babus. In fact, they were dirty people. 

Nabaghana looked at the row of houses on the other side. Why 
did all the houses look alike to him ? The construction of all of them 
was similar. There was no way one could distinguish among them. 
Now they had different kinds of trees in front. It was no longer difficult 
to identify a particular house. That babu having the mango tree in 
front must be some kind of a high-ranking officer. As the sun became 
a bit stronger, many types of cars arrived near his gate. One particular 
motorcycle came everyday. The driver carried fish rolled in lotus 
leaves inside the house. Those were large fish. Those babus had 
great digestive powers indeed to finish off all those fish. Another 
fellow came with loads of sliced bread, eggs and sweets. Another 
fellow came with files. At times he kept waiting near the gates. Many 
a time he went back without venturing to enter inside. Madhav's 
mother used to say that the babu remained sleeping inside. She had 
heard the orderly telling the same thing to many people. Madhav 
roared with laughter. What was the meaning of sleeping like that ? 
Was he a man or a pig ? Or was he the bull of Naba Uncle ? Everyone 
laughed. Nabaghana cautioned them by catling them idiots. Did they 
have any idea when the babu slept at night ? He might be working at 
the files till midnight. People might be dropping in. Did they live 
like us people ? We are like this tree or that bird over there. We start 
chirj- + the moment it was dark and go to sleep whether we have 
eaten anything or not. We get up again with the birds. These people 
are ditterent. 

But one day Nabaghana had come face to face with that babu in 
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front of his house. He should have come out on four wheels. But he 
was walking on the two legs. Nabaghana made way for him with 
folded hands. That babu turned around and sneered at him, ‘Why 
have you come here, stupid fellow ? The municipality is paying you 
a salary for doing no work. Do you think you can collect a bakshish 
from this place every day ? Get lost. You won't get anything.’ 
Nabaghana looked at that man from behind taken by surprise. Perhaps 
the man was not yet fully awake. Why else would he have talked 
nonsense like that ? Had Nabaghana ever asked him or anyone else 
for bakshish ? 

Another day Nabaghana was standing before that Sindhi shop. 
He was amused to see many things arranged behind those glass doors. 
After some time a ten paise coin fell near him from inside the shop. 
Someone shouted from top of a thick mattress, ‘Pick it up and get 
lost.” Nabaghana looked at the coin. He stared at the face of that 
man. Both looked the same to him. The coin stayed where it had 
fallen. Why did that shop owner speak like that ? Couldn't Nabaghana 
enter that shop and buy something for him ? May be not. Madhava 
had once entered that shop to buy a fragrant oil. That was the time 
when he had just married. That shop owner ridiculed him and threw 
him out saying that nothing was available for him. He advised him 
to go to the haat. Why, couldn't have Madhav paid for it had he 
bought it from there ? Wasn’t Madhav’s money good enough ? 
Madhav was crying in anger and shame. Nabaghana had tried to 
comfort him at that time. 

Nabaghana thought of many things sitting under that nim tree. 
Madhav’s mother came and sat near him. She started small talk. 
Nabaghana did not want to listen to her in the least. Very talkative 
woman and a liar to boot. ‘Why Naba, you are looking younger by 
the day. Have you shaved today or what ? I cannot bear when 1 think 
of your sorrows. | feel like crying. Radha was my friend before she 
became your wife. You were a lovely pair. Even enemies used to 
look at you in admiration. But there were some people who cast 
their evil eyes. The gods couldn’t bear it.’ 

Nabaghana was quiet. 

‘Why are you sitting like that ? Are you sick or what ?° 

Madhav's mother placed her hand on Nabaghana’s forehead and 
chest and removed it again. 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Arise Bhubaneswar ! 173 


‘No. there is no fever. You are just depressed. What curry will 
you cook today ? If you call me, I will come and cook for you. | 
don’t have much work to do after Madhav has set up his house. 
What do you say ? Shall 1 come and cook today ?° 

‘Why are you chattering here ? You leave this place. | am not 
feeling welt. You go on your own work.’ 

‘Why don't you go away ?” 

Nabaghana stood up suddenly and walked to the square. Madhav's 
mother was drawing lines on the sand with her head lowered. 
Nabaghana wanted to go in search of his Bhubaneswar. Where had 
that obstinate fellow gone ? 

The turn to the right led straight towards Raj Bhavan. What a 
beautiful road it was. Working here would have brought him many 
kudos. All the rich and famous lived on that road. The houses were 
large. Flower gardens in front of every house. Inside there were dogs, 
servants, cooks and orderlies. Who knew what kind of people thes- 
would be ? What time would they be opening their doors ? Right 
now everyone would be sleeping. The sun had already risen. There 
was sunshine everywhere. But these people had no idea about it. 
The owners of even larger houses who lived further down the road 
perhaps never got up. Sleeping was also one kind of prowess. They 
were able to sleep that way because they were hale and hearty like 
that with enough food and drinks. Not everyone could sleep 
peacefully. 

Nabaghana was watching inside every house through the gates. 
He had a feeling that perhaps Bhuabaneswar had entered one of 
those houses and gone to sleep. And he was stupid enough to go on 
calling him. 

The plants and trees were all awake standing. They were shaking 
their flowers in the breeze of the dawn. The green grass had remained 
straight like swords. Everyone was awake and fresh all around. 
Nabaghana was walking while watching all those. His friends of 
that area came near him and asked, ‘Why Nabaghana, what are you 
doing here ? Have you been transferred to this ward ?’ 

Someone else said, ‘It would be wonderful to have Naba Bhai 
here.” 

‘What is wonderful about it ? This fellow is a monk. He eats 
vegetarian food only once during the day. Let it go. But what are you 
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doing here, Naba Bhai ?° 

*I have come in search of a friend of mine.’ 

‘What friend ? Have you fallen for some woman ? Has she brought 
you here ?° 

‘How can you say that ? Naba Bhai has nothing to do with 
women.’ 

‘Who are you looking for ? Who got lost ?° 

‘You do your own work. Why do you poke your nose 
unnecessarily ?° 

‘This is not fair to us, Naba Bhai. We are your own folks. Won't 
we help out ?’ 

‘If a man would have been lost, I'd not search for him. I don't 
have that kind of intimacy with anyone any longer.’ 

‘So an animal has been lost ?° 

“You are right in a way. He is my friend. As high as me. White 
coloured with a sprinkle of red. This big head.’ 

‘So you are searching for that Coromandal.’ 

“Yes, you are right.’ 

‘Look, Naba Bhai is looking for a bull first thing in the morning.’ 
Everyone roared with laughter. Nabaghana was pushing ahead. 

Someone said, ‘There is a garage at the end of this street. There 
is an open space near that. Very dirty and forlorn. That bull is lying 
there unconscious.’ 

Another fellow interjected, ‘Don't you know ? The boys of this 
street have put some narcotics inside bananas and fed those to the 
bull. It is in a bad state. It went on a rampage yesterday in the evening. 
Then it fell. It might die.’ 

It might die ? Nabaghana started running towards that lonely place. 
Oh, how could the capital be so dirty ? How could a religious place 
be so ugly ? 

In fact Bhubaneswar was sleeping like an elephant amid heaps of 
dirt. Its eyes were dilated and it was trembling. The effect of poison 
could be clearly seen. It was drenched in its sweat. Dirt had stuck to 
it in such a way that its colour could not be known. 

Nabaghana had no idea what to do. He picked up a bucket from 
the garage and carried water. He poured water on its head. It was 
like pouring water on Lord Lingaraj. Then he cleaned its body by 
throwing water on it. Bhubaneswar was still trembling. Nabaghana 
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was patting on its cheek and saying, ‘Arise, Bhubaneswar. Is this 
place fit for you ?’ 

Those Sindhi, Jersey, country and hybrid cows surrounding 
Bhubaneswar all the time were not there. The young girls were absent, 
Bhubaneswar was fighting alone. It was in terrible pain. At that time 
it was the hour of dawn in the capital. It was the time of light sleep. 
Not even a kitten was present to see that scene. An eleven year old 
boy working in the garage had been staring wearing only a dirty 
pant and nothing else. He was laughing showing all his teeth as he 
was amused. Nabaghana was caressing the huge body of his friend. 
He was caressing the tail. 

Bhubaneswar was trembling on eating all those poison which 
might otherwise have burnt everyone. Nabaghana was perhaps hoping 
that it was definitely going to digest that. Its throat would turn blue. 
Plaits would grow from the head. But it was definitely going to arise! 

With his mouth close to its ear, Nabaghana was calling, 
‘Bhubaneswar! Bhubaneswar !! You can arise if you want to. Arise! 
Arise Bhubaneswar!’ 
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It was a different country once the bridge was crossed. What we 
mean by different country is that they look different to us. This 
belief changed once you reached there. When you had tea in their 
company sitting amidst the familiar furniture of their drawing room, 
you could know that they used Lipton Green Label like us. They 
made their mattress covers with printed cloth from the Khadi Board. 
They too kept their south-facing windows open for the breeze and 
loved to see the sun rise through the eastward windows—just like 
us. But there were problems because of that bridge in between. 
Somehow or other everyday a smoke or fog rose over that bridge in 
the evenings. The street lights looked elongated like they were newly 
coloured. Very familiar people of this side looked hazy, unknown 
and disappering backs while they crossed the bridge. At that time, 
one felt that he was not going to return anymore. 

1 had been standing to take some paans from a shop near that 
bridge. | had asked for different spices to be put with a bit of Baba 
Zarda thrown in the paan. The shopkeeper was busy in serving 
different fragrances on the paan leaves in his fingertips which had 
turned brown through continuous contact with lime. I had been 
looking at the continuous traffic on the streets. 

What a multitude of people it was indeed ! Different thoughts 
and plans for every different person. A different world. I smiled 
slightly—so these were worlds walking and not human beings. I had 
been slightly delayed when I had started from home. The strap of the 
chappal near the toe had broken for the fifth time. It took time for 
repair. But did 1 ever care for such things ? I was not indebted to any 
moneylender. | decided whether I°d go or not go, speak or not speak, 
vote or not vote. | had already spent too many years abiding by many 
stupid rules, by keeping my feet. hands and mouth in check. Not anv 
more. 

A few vehicles passed by. Now there were many vehicles. 
Everyone was moving in a vehicle. Everyone was eating chicken 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


The dream peddlar 177 


roast in three-star hotels. Everyone was cheating everyone else. At 
times when you looked through the dust of the vehicle in front, you 
could see a familiar smile in the vehicle following it. Everything 
were joke, brother ! —Why should we tell anything to anyone ? 
Who were we after all ? 

I had a start when | saw a back profile near that bridge as smoke 
and evening were getting shuffled in that crowd. Why, this was Nikhil 
Patnaik ! The same tall features, baldish head over Khaddar punjabi. 
It was him all right... where had he been going ? Besides that where 
was his vehicle ? He was not the kind of man who would go on a 
padayatra walking step in step with lesser mortals. There was a stamp 
of aristocracy in his speech, mannerisms and features. 

‘Sir, your paan.’ 

I turned around to pick up the stack of paans in one hand and 
pass on two rupees with the other. | moved ahead quickly keeping 
my eyes alert in that crowd. Nikhil Patnaik could not be seen anymore. 
But where could he go—he had to be somewhere around. He'd be 
visible a little ahead surely. 

I got stuck behind a trolley rickshaw. Clothes washed by washer- 
men had been loaded on it. The clean smell of washing soda was in 
the air. | could not cross it try as | might. What misfortune ! My 
anxiety on the bridge knew no bounds. I had become very angry 
with myself, with the trolley and with the man pulling it. My 
misfortune was that a loaded trolley had all along blocked my way. I 
had never been able to cross it. As | had tried to take a long step by 
moving either towards the left or right, | had found other people 
blocking my way. After banging against them, | had been pushed 
further behind. Oh, hell —I could not hold myself in check anymore 
after | saw a woman crossing that trolley in a manly manner with her 
umbrella raised. I thrust myself into the crowd on my right, into the 
unknown multitude. Like a wall blocking the way in a dream, that 
trolley turned right after suddenly making its wishes known. There 
were hot exchanges of words. Expletives had a free run. | bawled at 
him and he did likewise. At that tine I wanted to push that bloody 
trolley forcibly off the bridge and exactly at that time | had crossed 
him. 

Oh, a heavy burden seemed to have gone off my shoulders. 
Silently, | said, ‘Brother washerman, I hope we don’t meet again in 
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this life. Never again block my way displaying your immense wealth 
whatever else you might do.’ 

At this time I took a look around. Oh yes, that tall, Khaddar punjabi 
clad man was there at the end of the bridge. | pushed ahead unaware 
without returning my gaze from him. But 1 came back to my senses 
when 1 was pushed back and forth again. 1 persuaded myself to be 
happy with my state. 1 did not feel upset anymore. 

Of course 1! was going to meet Nikhil Patnaik—wlhere could he 
go ? But why at all did he come to this side crossing the bridge walking 
all the way ?... The darkness of the evening had intensified by then. 
The streets were already lighted. Lights had come up in the houses 
too. | had pushed a paan inside the mouth and was working with my 
teeth on the finely cut betelnut and elaichi. The fragrance of the 
zarda coming through the nostrils was pleasant. 

But Nikhil Patnaik would have surely seen me near the paan shop 
while coming that way. Why did he not put his hand around my 
shoulder and call me friend ? Why did he not propose to come to this 
side of the bridge together ? I had always been prepared to go 
wherever I felt like-only a man had to smile and call me holding my 
hand in his warm hand and levelling his eyes with mine. At those 
times 1 thought he was god—could anything be refused to him ? 

Nikhil Babu had a great deal of affection for me inspite of my 
mannerisms of a Sanskrit pundit who did not come near tea, cigarettes 
or any other intoxicants like a rustic. He had always had time to 
converse with me. To offend me once just like that in the matter of 
gods, he had said, * You know Ratha Babu, I! do not know about your 
Iswaras. | do not also want to know. But I know Iswar Mahapatra. I 
know Bhagaban Swain. | know Rama Patnaik, Krushna Sahu, 
Jagannath Behera and the ilk. These people are here with us. You 
may enjoy a good scotch with them if you want. You may play Flash; 
you may return from the club at two in the morning mouthing 
obscenities and breaking into guffaws. Friendship, quarrels, abuses— 
everything goes with them. If the occasion arises, Iswar Babu or 
Bhagaban Babu might appear before you totally naked in a dak 
bungalow. Is this possible with your Iswar, Bhagabaan or anyone 
else calling himself god ?’ 

‘Definitely yes; but it would be difficult to handle if you go as 
near as that.’ 
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‘Difficult ? What do you mean ? That this tyrant man would go 
up in flames if he went near god ? Or your god will become unchaste 
and go for a big bath coming in touch with him ? Oh, praise be on 
your bourgeois, landlordish god { Couldn't he make a cheap edition 
of himself for the common man ?” 

I had become silent after that. That was because Nikhil Babu was 
getting slightly high by that time. He was looking for an opportunity 
to go on chattering, to take it out on someone by giving speech to his 
thoughts. He would have gone on at double the enthusiasm if I had 
opened my lips. 

At the end of the bridge, the crowd had thinned out. People were 
dispersing on roads leading in different directions. They were pushing 
off to distant areas. But where was that man ? | looked around. What 
1 was telling from the beginning was a gut feeling. In fact that place 
somehow seemed to be a dark, lonely lowland. As if the footsteps of 
people could not be heard when they walked. Conversation was not 
audible. Lights were pale. Most areas were dark. There was an uneasy 
feeling all around. I was feeling exactly that at the time. There was a 
desire to retrace my steps. 

At this time I could see that man walking a bit ahead near the 
light post on the right side. What was the matter ? Was the man 
swimming or what ? 1 could walk quite fast—how could he be so far 
ahead ? Was 1 seeing Nikhil Patnaik for the first time ? Not only 
me—everyone familiar with him would say that that man believes in 
ambling and enjoying the passing breeze. He did not have the habit 
of walking so fast. He did not even believe in it. He looked condescen- 
dingly at people who ran—he called them slaves. They could be 
ruled by whips. They could be employed to carry different kinds of 
loads. 

I ran as fast as possible in that street to catch up with hin. | came 
just behind him near another light post. Panting. I called him, ‘Nikhil 
Babu !” 

He stood still near that light post—but he did not turn around. | 
had moved another two steps. 1 saw a total stranger looking askance 
at me. 

I stopped short. involuntarily, 1 said, ° am sorry.” 

That man showed his teeth and laughed. Silent, unfamiliar laugh. 

I was scared :omewhat. | felt ill at ease. | said, ‘Please forgive 
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me. I had taken you to be a friend of mine—Nikhil Patnaik. Believe 
me, you look exactly like him from the rear. I am sorry to have stopped 
you.” 

He continued to laugh in the same manner with his teeth bared. 
His clean teeth, that forehead, straight nose and slightly wide mouth 
seemed familiar for a moment. In the street light he again became a 
stranger in a flash. 

“You have already come all this way. Why don’t you come to my 
house ?° Seeing my hesitation, he again said, ‘That second house 
there—please come.’ 

I was in a sort of trance. I had already reached the doorstep of 
that house alongwith the man before I could take any decision whether 
to go or not. He unlocked the front door and entered inside. He turned 
around and smiled at me. He held open the door for me by way of 
welcoming me inside. 

I saw that the furniture in the house were quite ordinary when the 
lights came on. Some magazines and clothes were lying here and 
there. An example of helpless, lonesome masculinity. 

I looked at him sitting on the lone sofa. He took out cigarettes 
from his pocket and moved the ashtray towards me. 

He opened the packet and held it up for me. He took it back with 
a slight smile when 1 declined. 

‘Very strange ! Until the end I had not thought that you were not 
Nikhil Patnaik. My intention of coming behind you was I wanted to 
ask Nikhil Babu since when he had started rubbing shoulders with 
the hoi potlloi and that too walking like this. Since when he had started 
coming to this side of the bridge. It is because I know that that man 
does not at all prefer to come to this side. He would never walk on 
his foot amidst the common people even though he might lecture 
beautifully on the gains of communism. I had run after him in this 
manner to demand a kind of explanation for this. Now I feel like an 
ass...’ 

‘That ... I am not Nikhil Patnaik ?’ He exhaled smoke and laughed 
loudly. | was further amazed that his laughter was exactly the same 
as that of Nikhil Patnaik. Ha, ha, ha, ha—a wave of laughter opening 
the wide mouth. Hesitating somewhat I asked, ‘May I please know 
who you are ?’ 

*How does it matter to you ? It is meaningful that | am not your 
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Nikhil Patnaik. If you have made a mistake once, what is there to 
lose if you continue to be under the same impression ? What I wanted 
to say was that you may address me as Nikhil Patnaik without any 
problem. There is no objection from my side. Similarly, I’d call you 
by a name of my choice. I will address you by the same name with 
whom you look familiar to me. Do you have any objection ?° 

I was very pleased with the playful disposition of the man. He 
seemed to be a nice man indeed ! I laughed and said, ‘No, I do not 
have any objection. But am ! also looking like someone else to you ?’ 

‘Of course—otherwise there was no point in inviting you in. My 
friend looks exactly like you. He is Ratha Babu.’ I had a start. Was 
he going to tell my full name ? 

*...that is, Shashanka Sekhar Ratha—but I call him as Ratha Babu. 
He looks like you—the same smile, the same eyes and nose. And 
perhaps of the same nature. You did not accept cigarettes. That man 
also does not touch anything—biri, cigarettes, paan, tea, coffee, 
sorbet, wines—nothing. Not even non-vegetarian food. Let it go. He 
is my intimate friend. He is no longer in this town. | am very happy 
to have you near me. There is a feeling that you are no stranger. You 
must surely have dinner with me tonight.’ 

‘No way—because there are any number of restrictions for me. 
Other people decide what I will eat, when I will eat and in what 
quantity I will eat. I do not have any freedom in those things. To 
have dinner in your house today I'd have had to plan it out seven 
days in advance. I’d have had to make many arrangements before 
and after that.’ 

He shook the ash from the cigarette and was smiling slightly 
looking at the glowing tip of the cigarette. ‘1 was almost ready to 
hear this from you. You know Ratha Babu, ! can't stop myself from 
asking you a few questions now. Has plaster been removed from the 
broken hand of your father ? Have you procured books for your 
daughter from the book shop or not ? Has your son written from 
Delhi or not ?° 

1 was totally taken aback. He seemed to be very pleased with 
himself. He had perhaps totally believed that | was Shashanka Sekhar 
Ratha. I did not have the heart to dissuade him from that belief. | 
continued to look at him without any protest. 

“In that case you have understood everything correctly—you know 
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everything. Why dont you find out from me if I, Nikhil Patnaik, 
know everything abont you ?’° 

“You see Nikhil Babu. 1 know that you like a good joke many a 
time. You were once accompanying me to an organisation. Both of 
us were to lecture there. But you talked so much on the way that you 
just did not feel like lecturing there. 1 too had relaxed on the way 
because of laughing too much. | talked a great deal of nonsense in a 
nonchalant manner when my turn came to lecture. The people there 
were all taken aback. Tell me what happened after that...” 

‘What 1 find is you are the one who loves to cut a joke. You are 
perhaps talking of Dakabajipur... that time we had discussed 
something very seriously.” 

| was amazed. But 1 was conversing with a certain belief. Hence, 
I felt that that man was indeed Nikhil Patnaik. So what was new 
about it if he reminded me of the real events that had taken place in 
the past between us ? 

‘All right, Ratha Babu. Instead of testing each other, how about 
some discussion between us ? For instance, about our children, about 
the country, about the society or literature !’ 

‘I am in no mental frame to discuss anything right now. 1 am 
thinking about returning home.’ 

He turned his head towards the roof and broke into a guffaw. 1 
felt offended. ! looked at my left wrist to find the time just by force 
of habit. There was no watch. 1 had forgotten to bring it. | looked at 
his wrist. He was also not wearing a watch. There was no clock on 
either the table or on the wall. 

He could know what | was looking for. Seemed to be a pretty 
clever man. 

‘Ratha Babu, you haven’t changed at all. You are really a very 
timid person. That is why you have always been scared of all the 
rules and regulations. You are a decent person. There is no objection 
to be a principled person, but why are you so scared of everything ? 
Of whom are you scared and why ?”° 

I did not want to justify my actions. Why get into controversies 
unnecessarily ? 

‘So you want to know the time. Why don’t you ask me ? It is 
eleven forty now. Why, what happened ? What sin have you 
committed ? What is the problem if you spent a night in your friend’s 
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house ? You think that'd bring you disrepute ? Ha, ha, ha !’ 

I was being mesmerized by him. How could it be eleven so soon ? 
I came here seeing his back profile only half an hour ago when it 
was just evening. We had barely talked for ten to fifteen minutes 
there. And it was already eleven forty ? This fellow was telling a lie. 

‘Perhaps you don't believe me. That is quite natural. 1 also felt 
that way in the beginning. Time passes very quickly here. No one 
knows how. Leave it, it is eleven forty now. Our dinner will arrive in 
another five to ten minutes. First we will eat. Then I will go and drop 
you. The night would have passed for me anyway—this way it will 
pass in your company.’ {! didn’t feel like talking at all. Ordinarily, 
Ud have been in bed long ago—but a kid’s game was on with a 
stranger till midnight without going to sleep. A strange sense of 
drowsiness and fatigue was somehow overtaking me. | could know 
that he was not Nikhil Patnaik—on the other hand, he might be. 1 
could neither believe nor disbelieve. On the whole, I did not want to 
labour all that hard to come to a conclusion. 

‘All right, Ratha Babu. Are you able to know that everything 
seems so different on this side of the bridge ? People seem to be 
swimming rather than walking here. They look hazy and foggy. Even 
in the daytime, the light is not much brighter than that of a lantern. 
The sky is always clouded. One feels as if this is a different world. 
People here are apparitions without any physical features... I might 
also be a ghost.’ Then he laughed aloud. 

I had pricked my ears for any sound from outside—it was indeed 
midnight. Not a sound could be heard from anywhere. The one who 
was laughing loudly sitting in front of me—was he really laughing 
or was | hearing things ? Who was he really ? I pressed the sofa in 
the sly. I pinched my own thigh from under. | blinked. | blew in air 
through my nose. 

He was laughing until then. ‘You cannot go back easily from 
here even if you want to. You will be in trouble if I do not make the 
arrangements myself. But you will detinitely return, | assure you. 
Okay, let it go. We will come back to that in a while. | have checked 
myself until now only in deference to you. Otherwise, | have been 
feeling thirsty since long. I'd like to drink something if you have no 
objection.’ 

‘Please go ahead. Have | ever objected to that ?° 
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‘Which means you are not going to touch this stuff even today ? 
I assure you, Ratha Babu, this is the finest among liquors.’ 

He picked up the new bottle from behind the sofa and held it up 
towards the light. 

‘Ratha Babu, you are indeed unfortunate—your life as a human 
being is wasted without touching stuff like this. I have all the sympathy 
for you.’ 

After that, in his own inimitable manner, he kissed the glass and 
pulled on the cigarette and said, ‘ You eat whatever eatables that fellow 
brings. You know I lay more emphasis on drinking rather than on 
eating.’ 

‘I too perhaps do not need to eat anything. | am not hungry in the 
least. 1 ordinarily eat between eight and eight thirty—I feel hungry 
at that time out of habit. That time is already past—I may not like to 
have any dinner.’ 

‘That is the misfortune. Man has been born to live in an easy 
manner. But he believes that his life’s mission is fulfilled by tying 
himself up in various encumbrances. We do not drink or eat naturally 
when we feel thirsty or hungry. We have to eat at a particular time, 
sleep at a particular time or copulate at a particular time... this is as 
good as a time table. And in this manner this bloody stupid animal 
buries his wonderful possibilities with his own hand.’ 

Nikhil Patnaik talked just like that. I could not help but praise 
him. But he could understand it just by looking at me. 

“You liked it perhaps. Let it go... If you believe me, I’d like to say 
something else. It was me who really wanted to meet you—I mean | 
wanted it badly. I had thought about you intensely while crossing the 
bridge. You haven't come on your own seeing me—rather | had 
desired that you should come.’ 

He held the glowing cigarette in front of him and looked at the 
line of smoke. I had nothing to say except wait. 

‘I know that it is criminal to make you wait until such late hours. 
But you too know that I have different ideas as to what is a crime and 
what is not. Hence, I have no feeling of guilt within me because of 
that—not at all; it was also never there. But the real purpose of 
bringing you here is that | have decided to assign a responsibility to 
you. Can you write a nove! for me ? I am not implying that you are 
not capable of it. What 1 am asking is can you find time for it ? 1 will 
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supply you with the story, situations and characters. You will provide 
it with flesh and blood and give it life. 1 also have a small condition. 
I must be the first person to read that novel. No one can read it before 
me.’ 

“You seem to be in a hurry all the time. Why take off your clothes 
when the river is nowhere to be seen ? The novel would be written, 
that too 1 will write it with materials supplied by you. This is too far- 
fetched. And your condition will apply only when the book has been 
finally written !’ 

‘Of course it would be done. Do you think that I am building 
castles in the air ? The novel would be written and you are going to 
write it. This is not a request—this is an order. You know that I am 
older than you in age. In this stupid country, old people take decisions 
regarding the young people and the young better like it. Ho... ho... 
ho...” He laughed for a long time with his face towards the roof. 

His words and manners seemed very strange to me. 

“You know, Ratha Babu ! Do I not know that it is no child's play 
to write a novel ? Still I'd like to tell you...’ 

He pulled hard on the cigarette and then he sat quitely for some 
time with his eyes lowered and with his elbows resting on his knees. 

After that I could not know whether he told me something in his 
own way or I saw scene after scene just like that. Jungle after jungle 
got entwined like stacking up things. | could only see the face of 
Nikhil Patnaik time and again. That face was disappearing at times 
and was again rising from beyond the hills among those pictures, 
among the fog, among the golden clouds, among the crowds of 
people. I had a feeling that a long novel was getting written, chapter 
after chapter. In the last scene that bridge was visible to me, that fog 
and the disappearing back of Nikhil Patnaik. It was late morning by 
the time 1 had recovered my senses. There was bright light every- 
where. I opened my eyes. No one else was there in that room. 

About eight to ten people had formed a crowd at the door. My 
curiosity had been aroused. 

‘What is the matter ?° | asked. 

Somebody asked me haughtily, ‘What are you doing in this 
house ?’ 

I stood up shyly. | started wondering how and why I had spent the 
night in that house. 
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When 1 had no idea where to place the shameless smile on my 
face, | said defensively, ‘There has been a mistake.” 

*What mistake ? Do you know Nikhil Patnaik ?° 

| blinked at him with a slight start. 

‘So this gentleman is Nikhil Patnaik ?° 

‘Who else ? How could you enter his house when you did not 
know him ? You are indeed a wondertul man !’ 

The man standing nearby said in a soft voice, ‘He’s been drinking 
throughout the night. Do you think he is in his senses ?° 

Everyone laughed. 

‘But how did you enter ? Wherefrom did you find the key to the 
house ? Nikhil Babu had locked the house since taking possession. 
Who gave you the key ?° 

‘Key ? Nikhil Babu himself opened the lock and took me in.’ 

Again there was the laughter of disbelief. 

‘Maybe it is true. Being a funny man, Nikhil Babu might have 
come with the key to take him in. And he has vanished in the morning 
—before any of us could see him.’ 

‘Okay, okay. Are you going to wait here for your friend ?° 

‘No, no. I want to return. Just this moment.’ | said that and pushed 
out. I came and stood near the paan shop. | had no idea when it was 
nightfall. 

‘Papa, why are you standing here ? Let us go home—from now 
on I will carry your paan from here.’ 

My son took me by the hand and made me sit in the car. I had a 
great desire to tell him to drive on to the other side of the bridge. But 
would the boy have agreed ? On the other hand, I told him, ‘Nikhil 
Patnaik has given me an idea about a novel today. | have to sit down 
and write it.’ 

My son was angry. ‘The same Nikhil Patnaik, Nikhil Patnaik— 
you better give up this refrain. How many times I have told you that 
there is no point looking for him any more...’ 

For some reason ! did not dare tell him, ‘Why, 1 just returned 
from him.’ 

But I have not believed in the rumours of these stupid people that 
Nikhil Patnaik has died. 

I am only waiting when the novel would be complete. 
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It was not very far. I am talking about the third house on the right 
when you take the first left turn after going straight out of our house. 
The house has a portico. Adjacent to it, there is a small tree laden all 
over with green flowers. The portico was covered with the Madhu- 
malati plant. A huge casurina tree almost touching the sky stood on 
the left. 

The ripe orange coloured double-storeyed building looked 
exceptionally beautiful in the afternoon sun. The name of the building 
had been written on a wooden board hanging from the light iron gate 
painted white—Sudha Kusum. Below that there was another sign- 
board saying ‘Beware of tiger.’ 

What did that mean ?... A tiger roamed inside ? The possibility 
could not be ruled out. Anything might roam there. 

The house was also lonely. The environment seemed deserted. 

1 had only recently come to this rented house. I was staying alone. 
Even now this area is not very densely populated—those days it was 
even less so. 

The office car used to pick me up every morning at ten to a distance 
of about ten kilometers. The office was there. | had my lunch there 
too. On my way back home, I used to pick up chapati and tadka in 
hotcase from a dhaba on the way. Sometimes 1 carried mutton dopiaza. 

That day my work was over quite early. At around 4 p.m.. the 
vehicle was coming for some other reason. I came back in th. . No 
food was available in the dhaba at that hour. | made up iny mind to 
go without food that night. I made a mental note to get my family 
there very soon. It was becoming increasingly difficult to manage on 
my own. | had no idea that I'd be forced to do that because of 
something else. 

I got down in front of the house holding the empty hotcase in my 
hand. The driver went away after saluting. As I turned towards the 
house, | saw someone pressing the calling bell standing near the 
grill gate. Couldn't she notice the large lock on the door ? 
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1 cleared my throat to announce my arrival. 

‘Whom do you want ?° 

‘Sunil Srivastav is here ?° the question was in Hindi. 

‘Sunil Srivastav ? No one by that name is here.’ 

‘Oh, I am sorry,’ she said that and got down the steps to come 
near the gate. There was no other word except beautiful to describe 
her. 

She was dressed in a salwar, kameez and dupatta. Straight nose. 
Long eyelashes. The still lakes of Kashmir and the garden of 
numerous flowers seemed to be the ingredients from which that 
female shape had been formed. | made way for her. Her fragrance 
was in the air. 

In the manner of imposing myself on her, | asked, ‘Did you have 
any work with Sunil Srivastav ? Perhaps he was staying here before 
me... my name is Arun Mishra. Please tell me if 1 can help you in any 
way.’ 

‘No, thanks.” 

It would have been discourteous to say anything after that. But I 
was not much worried about being civil at that time, 1 lingered, ‘Do 
you stay somewhere here ?’ 

She did not answer. She only pointed at that casurina tree with 
her finger. 

1 was becoming cautious without knowing it. It was a new place 
for me. That Hindi-speaking young lady was an outsider. Perhaps 
she was staying with her family in that house on rent. Perhaps she 
was absent from this place for a few days. Otherwise why should she 
think that Srivastav continued to stay here. 

Il stood there like that looking at the swing of her plait until she 
disappeared at the left hand turn of the road. 

I entered the house and picked up the telephone. 

‘Who is this ? Panda?’ 

‘Yes, Sir. Is there any problem, Sir ?’ 

‘No, there is no problem. Can you tell me who was staying in this 
house before me ?° ` 

‘Sir, the company has taken the house only recently. Kailash 
Mahapatra is the owner of the house. 1 cannot tell you who he had 
rented the house earlier. He has a telephone. Shall 1 ask him.?’ 

‘No, let it go. 1 will find out.’ 
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Then I rang Kailash Mahapatra. 

‘Can 1 talk to Mr.Mahapatra please.” 

‘Speaking. 

*Good atternoon. I am your new tenant.” 

‘Oh, Mishra Babu. Is there anything I can do for you ?° 

*Can you tell me something about Sunil Srivastav who was staying 
here before me ?° 

‘My God ! Did you meet that girl ?° 

‘Which girl ?° 

‘That Kashmiri girl who enquires about Sunil Srivastav and then 
goes away to that house near the casurina tree.’ 

‘What do you want to say ?’ 

‘Just this. No man by the name of Sunil Srivastav has ever stayed 
in that house. I do not know anything about it. But this has been 
happening to all my tenants. A young lady comes and enquires about 
Sunil Srivastav.’ 

“Haven't you enquired into the matter ?’ 

‘I have done a bit of investigation. But I warn you never to go 
inside that house near that casurina tree.’ 

‘Is there any danger ?’ 

‘I won't say that. But please do not go there. And please do not 
misunderstand me either. I'd rather say that you get your family 
here as soon as possible. I will drop in at your place in the morning.’ 

I felt scared after Kailash Mahapatra cut the line. 1 had no idea 
what to do next. If that girl again came in the night ? I broke into a 
cold sweat. I stood up and wiped my body and mind of all the 
cobwebs. | must be cuckoo. How could I imagine of such 
supernatural things in the daytime ? 

I walked fast to the verandah. I looked at the place near the 
calling bell where she was standing. For some reason, a shudder 
ran down my spine. The whole body shivered a bit. 1 kicked the 
ground hard to harden my backbone. I decided then and there that | 
will definitely go to that house near the casurina tree and that 1 will 
do so immediately. 

As I locked the door and came out on the road, I had a feeling 
that the girl was standing before me in her dazzling best. She was 
indicating me to follow her. 

I tried to take stock of the environment when 1! reached near the 
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gates. | let my eyes wander around all the trees. the sign board on the 
gate and the warning ‘Beware of Tiger.’ 

The ground seemed to be slipping from under my feet there. Like 
I had stood at the top of that casurina tree and looked down. The 
tree was swaying with the breeze. The house was deserted. The 
surroundings were deserted. I thought I had actually stood before 
the cage of the tiger. But there was not a speck of dust anywhere. 
‘Ihe house was neat and clean. 

1 lifted the latch of the gate. My hand was trembling slightly. The 
light sound of the latch reverberated all around. 

I did not open the gate. I banged the latch twice. There were 
butterflies in my stomach to look at the man who came out and stood 
on the portico hearing the sound. He was a huge man. Rough, reddish 
hair on his head. Wheatish A fghani features. He was wearing a lungi 
and punjabi. He glared at me. 

I smiled at him anyhow and said, ‘Good evening. 1 live in house 
number 132 in the next lane.” 

He did not budge. He continued to glare at me without answering 
me. Perhaps he would stand like a wall until he knew the purpose of 
my visit. 

*Someone from your house had come to my house enquiring about 
Sunil Srivastav.’ 

‘Oh, ho, ho, ho....” | thought I’d be buried by the guffaw. 

‘Come in, come in,’ he said and opened the gate. 

I had been looking on all sides scared of the tiger, fear writ large 
on my face. But he conducted me nonchalantly to his drawing room. 
He sat down on a sofa and asked ime to sit. 

‘So you are Sunil Srivastav ?’ 

I collected myself somehow and tried to correct him immediately, 
‘No, no. I am not Sunil Srivastav. I am Arun Mishra—Arun Mishra.’ 

‘I understand, Sunil Srivastav Saab.’ 

I had the feeling that I had been caged. I stood up to leave in 
protest. 

He sprang at me like a tiger. My left arm hung lifelessly like a 
dead fish in his vice-like grip. He said, ‘Now that you have come, 
where are you going ?” 

He made me sit on the sofa gently. 

‘Whether you agree to it or not, you are Sunil Srivastav for us.’ 
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Was he mad ? I broke into a sweat. This must have been some 
kind of a madhouse. He could do anything there. I had to escape 
somehow. 

Applying presence of mind. I said, ‘You are right. I thought you 
won't be able to recognise me. | am Sunil Srivastav.’ 

‘That’s like a good boy ! You sit. | am calling Dolly.’ 

As he left the room, I had an extraordinary desire to run away. 
There was something in the air. | was expecting something hideous 
to jump on me any time. | had goose pimples all over me. It was 
getting dark outside. The sound of thunders could be heard from 
afar. | continued to sit because it was no longer possible to back out 
after throwing my hat into the ring. Besides, | could not resist the 
temptation of seeing Dolly again. 

The sound of light footsteps could be heard. 1 felt ill at ease. 
Another lady entered with a tray in hand clad in salwar, kamiz and 
dupatta. She was huge too—almost six feet tall. And features to 
match. An elephant in the garb of a woman. They seemed to be made 
for each other. 

My mouth dried up. I was even more confused. Ali my wantonness 
vanished in a moment. i 

‘Namaste, Srivastav Saab.’ 

I had no choice except to answer her with my palms folded, 
‘Namaste.’ 

‘I know you like less sugar in your tea. I still continue with the 
old habit of two and a half spoons.’ 

And she broke into a laughter that shook the ground. 

My hand was shaking lightly as 1 lifted the cup. | had no idea 
what was going to happen next. 

“You are all by yourself and going through a tough time. Have 
dinner with us tonight.’ 

‘No, no. Don't bother yourself on my account.’ 

‘Even now you are joking about everything. You talk in Hindi. 
Your language is funny.’ 

I thought that I was surely going to die that day. The drama would 
be over once I started speaking in Hindi. I decided to speak less and 
manage with sign language.” 

‘Today I have to attend a dinner at the club. We will see tomorrow.’ 
I said. 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


192 Father Samuel and other stories 


Again that reverberating laughter. 

“You speak this language really well. Almost as if you belonged 
to this place.’ 

My teeth were exposed as an excuse for a smile. | was thinking 
how to escape while sipping tea. 

Then she roared at her husband, ‘Do you hear me, dear.’ 

A roar came back from inside, ‘What's it ?° 

‘Please come here.” 

The gigantic man came and stood, ° Yes ?° 

‘Mr. Srivastav will have dinner with us tonight.’ 

*] know that. | was making the preparations.’ 

I was convinced that ny death was certain. He was not preparing 
dinner for me. He was making arrangement to turn me into dinner. 
This was part of their plan. There was no need to ask anyone. They 
had perhaps already decided how to kill me. After forcing me to eat 
something which would incapacitate tne, they'd do the rest in their 
own way. 

I put down the tea cup and stood up. 

‘Thanks for the tea. Namaste. I have to go.’ 

‘How can you leave like that ? You must have dinner with us.’ 

As he said this and made a move towards me I collapsed back on 
the sofa. 

‘That’s like a good boy !’ 

The two of them looked at each other and laughed. At that time a 
putrid smell hit my nose. As I put my handkerchief to the nose, the 
woman looked at the man. The man went inside like greased lightning. 
It was difficult to say where and why he went inside. But, all on a 
sudden, I recollected that this kind of smell always came near the 
cage of tigers in zoo. The putrid smell of rotten flesh. I broke into a 
cold sweat again. So there indeed was a tiger ! 

That Hidimbi looked at me intently after finishing her tea. There 
were no further jokes. Not even a smile on her face. After sitting 
there for a while with a long face, she too went inside. I was full of 
misgivings. If that beautiful girl would come in at this time, things 
might be different. All woes would pass on seeing her once at this 
time of terrible danger. Who was she really ? Was she the daughter 
of these two ? Could this demon couple give birth to such a daughter 
of the gods ? 
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Were these two husband and wife ? Or something else ? 

Who was this ‘Sudha Kusum’ from among these ? Whose 
nameplate was hanging on the gate ? 

There was no way I could get an answer from anyone. Fear rather 
than curiosity had its stranglehold over me at that time. | stowly looked 
around and stood up. My instincts had somehow carried me near the 
portico—the road was just thirty paces from there. 

Maybe the tiger would spring at me on the way. Let that come to 
pass—that was welcome. Otherwise, even more ferocious animals 
would eat me alive on the dinner table. 

I held my breath. Closing my eyes I ran till the gates. Somehow I 
managed to go through the gates on to the road. As | looked, I saw 
that Kashmiri beauty standing there. She was asking, ‘Won't you 
have dinner ?”° 

I was trembling all over. | was drenched in sweat. 

Dinner ? To hell with it. 

I ran for my life. A bird called ‘kuk kuk’ from behind me from 
the casurina tree. Or maybe that girl was perhaps laughing like that. 

I tried to recover standing on the verandah of my house. Light 
shone from the pole outside the house. I sat down there on the steps 
below the calling bell. Those huge male and female shapes were 
passing before me like some bad dream. If they tried to come as far 
as this place...! 

I stood up hastily and entered the house. I locked from inside and 
looked out through the grill. Darkness had intensified on the road— 
in the skies above the casurina tree. 

Two rickshaws passed by. Ordinary people like me crossed the 
road from the left to the right side. I felt reassured in a large measure. 
I turned and entered the house. 

Goose pimples reappeared all over my body. A very soft and sweet 
voice clearly seemed to ask, “Is Sunil Srivastav here ?’ 

I turned around quickly. No one was around. I switched on all the 
lights in the house. I checked all the rooms. Even I looked under the 
beds. 

I had been shaken to the core. I sat down crosslegged on the floor 
and recited the Bhagvad Gita loudly. At intervals I could feel someone 
putting a vice-like grip on my left arm. I was looking from side to 
side holding my breath. Again I was reciting the Bhagavad Gita left 
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midway. 

The calling bell rang at around nine in the evening. The Bhagavad 
Gita slipped from my hands. I was immobile with fear. They were 
surely here ! There was no further escape ! 

The bell rang again. | called on all my reserve force and shouted, 
‘Who is there ?’° 

1 don’t know why I shouted like that. 

‘Sir, | am Burunda.’ 

It took me some time to realise that he was Brindaban, the office 
peon—his nickname was Burunda. 

] was reassured. 1 was very happy too. But I asked in the same 
harsh voice, ‘What do you want ? Why are you disturbing in the 
dead of the night ?° 

‘Sir, Panda Babu has sent food for you.’ 

‘Why ?° 

Wearily, he said, ‘Sir, the driver said that you did not bring 
anything from the dhaba today for dinner. Hence, Panda Babu has 
sent me with a tiffin carrier.’ 

‘Okay.’ 

I had cooled down. Reason had returned. There was always 
strength in numbers. 

I opened the lock and asked him to come in. The rains had already 
started pouring. I was feeling hungry too. I opened the tiffin carrier. 
There were parathas, mutton, potato curry and rice. 

I called Burunda, ‘You might not have had dinner.’ | gave him 
rice and the potato curry. I sat down to eat the rest. Life seemed to be 
rosier with a bit of food in the stomach. I felt more confident because 
of the presence of Burunda in the other room. 

After eating I said, ‘Look Burunda, there is no need for you to go 
back ten kilometers in this rain and darkness. You sleep here. You 
will go back in the morning.’ 

He did not say anything. The boss had ordered. The matter had 
ended there. 

1 rang up Kailash Mahapatra. No one picked up the phone. Again 
I rang. Someone picked up this time. 

*Who is speaking ?’ 

‘Give the phone to Mr. Mahapatra, you fool.” 

‘Sir, Babu and Maa left for Calcutta just now. He received the 
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message on the phone. His daughter has met with an accident at 
Calcutta.’ 

He replaced the receiver. 

I stared vacantly for some time. 

That was okay, I decided. I will myself go in the morning. I will 
see what kind of a tiger he is hiding in that house. I will inform the 
police. I will get the entire house searched. The bloody outsiders ! 
Creating a farce here ! Just take anyone for Sunil Srivastav ! 

1 banged my right fist on the left palm and said, ‘I will see the 
whole lot !’ 

The entire night was a never-ending bad dream for me. It was a 
fight with the tiger right through. The magic of the enchantress had 
been intertwined with fear like a plant clinging on to a barbed wire 
fence. | have extended my hand to a stemless flower in the jungle of 
the cacti. A butterfly has been flying around in the rib cages of the 
long skeleton surrounding me on all sides. Someone has catled ‘Sunil 
Srivastav' from afar inside the pitch dark caves. And that strange 
name has resounded banging itself from wall to wall. The ground 
under the feet has shaken. 

I have heard the calling bell ring time and again. The lights have 
been burning throughout the wings. | have been going back and forth 
to the verandah times without number. | have returned from there 
hearing Burunda snore. I have drunk many glasses of water in the 
night. Rains have continued incessantly throughout the night. 

I woke up with a start when Burunda called me. I had perhaps 
gone to sleep on the chair. 

‘Shall I bring tea, Sir ?’ 

‘No. You stay here. I'l be back soon.’ 

It was quite a bright morning. 1 reached that house near the 
casurina tree. I was still feeling a little scared. Something seemed to 
hang heavy over me. 

The gate was locked. Neither of the two nameplates was there. I 
looked at the house. It had become totally quiet—like it had been 
deserted since long. 

What were all those in that case ? That enchantress, those gigantic 
male and female, the tiger in the background... and that name Sunil 
Srivastav ? 

I lost my temper all on a sudden. | was angry with myself. I went 
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on kicking at that gate. 

A dwarfish Nepali arrived and looked askance at me. On his own 
he said, ‘They have all gone away, Saab. They loaded all their bags 
a while ago and left.’ 

‘Who were they ?’ 

‘I have no idea, Saab.’ 

The Nepali looked at that house with fear in his eyes and went 
away. 

I'd have asked him again had I found him. But | never saw him 
again. I did not want to seek him out. No one else can answer my 
questions. 

And that Mahapatra fellow—that rascal has not returned from 
Calcutta yet. No one knows his address too. House rent has been 
accumulating on me. | am Keeping almost a daily tab. Someone would 
be able to say who was Sunil Srivastav. Then everything would fall 
into place. 

Instinctively 1 know that Kalish Mahaparta knows everything. 
But where was he ? Someone was saying yesterday that that house 
near the casurina tree also belonged to Kailash Mahapatra. My God ! 
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‘Am TI denying that this pair of shoes is exquisite ? But he has twenty 
one pairs now including this. When can he find the time to wear this 
so that you can take his photograph in the new pair ?° Yasoda Nigam 
was caressing the pair of shoes with a dazzling smile while gently 
chiding her husband in this manner. She always had this habit of 
showing her love for her son with such grandiloquence. At such 
times her vacant eyes looked very, very soft. Her face seemed to 
spread like the cream of milk. 

That salesman of the famous shoe shop of Mumbai asked the 
size of the shoes in the crowd of those foreigners thronging the shop. 
In response to the question he had taken out a foot made of plaster of 
paris from out of a small velvet bag. Everyone's eyes were rivetted 
on that foot. The salesman held it with both his hands and kissed it. 
He clasped it on to his bosom. That girl, who seemed to have been 
cast in marble, extended her rosy palms asking for the foot amid a 
lot of amazement and feeling. Holding the foot with as much care as 
lifting a newborn son from the lap of the midwife, she looked at 
these people. She also wished to kiss that foot in front of everyone. 
Bloody witch ! He had somhow snatched the mode! foot of Kanababu 
from her hands and put it back in the bag. In his mind, he chanted 
the Ramataraka. He had made silent offerings to the village deity so 
that no harm would come their way. All those present in the shop got 
together and finally selected a pair. The shop owner came running 
hearing atl! that pandemonium. The fifty year old sitar-artist Nandlal 
Nigam was feeling uneasy amid all that curiosity and unwanted looks 
of affection. The size of the shoes was between five and six. The 
foreigners were arguing with the salesmen in their bird-like sweet 
voices after selecting six to seven pairs of costly shoes. Everyone 
wanted that the shoes had to be measured against the model once 
again. But he was extremely grave—he did not simply open the bag 
any more. All those present caressed the selected pair of shoes. That 
girl did likewise and returned it smilingly. He had extended the money 
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without any ado and had boarded the taxi. 

Last time around his close friend Khetramohan—the bloody fool, 
showing more affection than needed said, ‘Why are you wasting SO 
much money ? The child is growing... These would become small in 
five months.” How did it matter to you, you son of a witch ? Won't 
my son wear shoes or shirts just because they'd become small in 
course of time ? Nandlal had glared at Khetramohan. He’d have hit 
him with those shoes had he heard one word more. Khetramohan 
was nobody’s fool. He had been able to understand everything in a 
flash. ‘If someone blew at the son, this fellow’s body would be 
bruised.” 

There was no other way to describe Yosoda except as the queen. 
For the neighbourhood her nickname was Rani. The elderly ladies 
of the neighbourhood advised her not to wear blue saris as that 
might attract evil eyes. But when Yasoda wore a golden coloured 
sari, they held their breath. She looked like an angel from heaven 
even if she just wore a white chiffon sari and wore a few Rajanigandha 
flowers on her head. 

There was a tiny sofa set alongwith the main sofa set as one 
entered the drawing room. Numerous toys neatly arranged in seven 
cupboards. Rows of picture books inside short book cases. Nandlal's 
famous sitar was placed on a special settee. A small cushioned chair 
near the radio. Bright coloured small chairs in the garden outside to 
sit. Five small almirahs to keep dresses. Small, multi-coloured hangers 
of different designs. There was only one emperor of this whole empire 
—all others were servants engaged to clean the elephant with silk 
cloth. Yasoda fussed over him like a cow which was full of milk, to 
clasp him to the bosom every fifteen minutes in the guise of changing 
his clothes or to feed him a bit of fruit juice or cream with the help of 
a spoon. Five servants and two nannies did not have the courage to 
make Kanababu wear his socks. They had only been waiting to pick 
up the used dresses thrown at them. To clean them carefully, press 
them and neatly arrange them. 

There were no rough edges in that huge building which might 
bruise him. Everything was smooth. Thick carpets in the staircase. 
As one walked up the stairs, the bells tied to the bannister created 
the music of the jaltarang as the hands brushed them. Large wall 
clocks in every room created their own music—each went on singing 
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in a tune for about two minutes. Finally, the right time is spoken by 
the blue bird of glass inside Kanababu’s Japanese clock. It came out 
from the nest inside the clock. It swayed its head from one side to the 
other. It said, ‘Kanababu ! Kanababu ! Kanababu !" Everyone knew 
that it was 3 o’clock. 

There was yet another exquisite glass almirah in the drawing room. 
Sleek work of ivory on sandalwood. The glasses looked like water. 
Eight large albums had been kept arranged there. Leather bound. 
Borders of gold. Inside photographs had been stuck on silk cloth. 
An album was inaugurated every birthday by applying sandalwood 
paste and vermillion. Numerous coloured photographs after that 
throughout the year to catch him in his every mood. The eighth album 
was most likely going to be filled in another month. When he felt 
like it, Kanababu went through the albums. He could not recognise 
the beautiful child looking like a rubber doll from the older albums; 
but he felt happy looking at the face. He could not believe that the 
face belonged to him. As he swayed his head from one side to the 
other to say ‘no, no’ he was clicked yet again. That photograph also 
got stuck to the current album. 

Similarly, the socks. Shoes, dresses, gold ring and chain, toys and 
watch of each year had been kept arranged in different almirahs in 
various rooms of that huge building. Lotus had continued to bloom. 
New and old flowers together were glorifying each other. In the 
lotus pond of Yasoda’s extended motherhood, there was place for 
another hundred such flowers. Not even a speck of dust could settle 
on his eight year old ear lobe. Like Mother Earth, Yasoda had kept 
every moment of life of the affectionate son filled with fluid from 
the roots to the branches. She had covered him from all sides with 
her warm wings. 

The gardener removed the thorns from each rose plant in the 
garden. He polished the joints of the jamun tree. If Kanababu loosened 
the tap and uprooted some beautiful plant by pointing the jet at it, the 
gardener did not have the gumption to snatch the pipe from his hand. 
He too looked indulgently at that whimsical prince like others. In 
such situations, only Yasoda got drenched in the process of snatching 
the pipe and pressing him down to her lap. 

Inspite of all his efforts, one day Kanababu could not see the sun 
from the south facing window in order to draw a picture and paint it. 
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Nandlal engaged people to ensure that a window was opened on the 
east side before evening. Everyone stood guard when he played. 
When he came and stood panting, Yasoda was not able to decide 
whether to wipe those beads of sweat on the forehead with her pallu 
or to rub her cheeks to dry it or to use her tongue to lick the calf. 
Nandlal stood nearby. When the shirt and the banian drenched in 
sweat were removed and thrown on the floor, he himself picked them 
up. The servants were amazed. Many a times they had seen Nandlal 
clasping on to those sweat-drenched dresses to his face. 

‘Whatever you might say, it is not wise to shower so much of 
love on the child. Provide support to the sapling for sure when it is 
falling down. But when the time comes, you must allow it to stand 
on its own legs. Haven't we given birth to sons ?’ 

“You should say that only after seeing that son properly. Which 
mother would feel like lowering such a son from the lap to make him 
stand on his own.?” 

‘Was Kanababu the son of only the Nigams ? Who did not turn 
and look at him when he walked on the street ? 1 have already advised 
that overprotective mother many a times to put a charm around his 
neck... but no... no way that could be done... That could apparently 
leave a mark on his neck !!’ 

‘None of you has understood the matter ! They have this one 
treasure. When the doctor took him out of the mother’s womb like a 
seed after doing a Caesarian, he said, ‘This is it ! This tree will bear 
no more fruit !’ 

‘That is why there are pujas in their house everyday. All visitors 
are fed well and their blessings sought with palms open. Kanababu 
should somehow return safely at 11 A.M in the car after leaving for 
school in the morning. That is what she keeps praying all the time. 
That is why, the driver is also constantly pampered.’ 

Kanababu was the emperor of the boys of the locality. 

He was the pupil of the eye of that area of the town. He was loved 
by cveryone. He was the jewel of every mother’s heart. 

Kanababu woke up at six in the morning and slept at nine in the 
evening. He was the emperor during all these hours. Unending 
festivities of giving everyone a chance to serve ! 


That day Uncle arrived in the morning—eldcr brother of Yasoda 
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—Bhupendra Kapur. Arrangements were made for feasting. He was 
sitting in the drawing room with Kanababu in his lap. Yasoda on one 
side, Nandlal on the other. They were talking. Kanababu was bowling 
everyone down. 

‘This is a whale—a small elephant can go inside its mouth... 
even Uncle can go through its mouth, no ?° 

Uncle broke into a guffaw. Nandlal was smiling slightly. Mother 
rushed in and turned the page of the picture book—“Look at this. 
What is this ? This is the pelican.’ 

Kanababu changed tracks in a moment. He said, ‘You know, 
Uncle, its kids push their heads into their mother’s beak and eat fish 
stored in a bag near its throat. They even drink their mother’s blood 
at the time of eating the fish. These are very bad birds.” 

Throwing the book away, Kanababu jumped and ran away. Mother 
too was getting up after him. 

Her brother said, * You sit down, Yasu ! Where are you going ? It 
is not wise to guard the child at all times.” 

Someone carried the sweets brought by Uncle in a tiffin carrier 
to be distributed in the neighbourhood. 

The gardener was beating a black, stray buffalo in the process of 
driving it out of the gates. Yasoda rushed outside and shouted, 
‘Raju, where is Kanababu ?° 

Raju seemed to be ready for the question. He said, ‘He has got 
up on the guava tree.” He turned around and smiled at his employer. 
He wanted to say, ‘Can anyone touch Kanababu as long as | am 
alive ?° 

Kanababu was engrossed with Uncle throughout the day. That 
day he forgot everyone else. For some reason, Yasoda did not appre- 
ciate that very much. Nandlal dozed in the afternoon while talking to 
her. 

The huge moustache of Uncle had turned into a plaything for 
Kanababu. Once Uncle was perhaps hurt when Kanababu pulled at 
the moustache. His eyes were dilated. Nandlat immediately clicked 
that in his camera. Everyone laughed. The blue bird of glass from 
inside the clock came out and called, ‘Kanababu, Kanababu...” 
Everyone knew that it was nine in the evening. Yasoda was once 
asking why the twenty four hours of the day had to be divided into 
two parts. It would be wonderful if the clock called Kanababu twenty 
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four times in a row. 

Yasoda and Nand!al made sure that the mosquito net of Kanababu 
had been properly fixed. Then they switched off the light and moved 
to the drawing room on tiptoes. Uncle was smoking on the hookah 
there. He had carried excellent tobacco with him. All three of them 
sat down. Someone served coffee. 

‘Do you hear what Kapur Saheb is saying ? That Kanababu is too 
much confined to the house. He is taking him away for three to four 
days so that he can have a feel of outside.” 

There was a smile on Yasoda's face which betrayed her fear and 
disbelief. 

‘Bhai Saheb always cuts jokes like that.’ 

‘Not at all, Yasu ! I have actually come to take him away. You 
both have spoiled him completely. | am afraid my only nephew will 
turn out to be effeminate. What happens to us after that ?° 

And he convulsed into laughter yet again. Nand!lal too put down 
his coffee cup and laughed. Slowly the laughter died down. 

‘So, Bhai Saheb, where'd you take him?’ 

‘Why, do I have to give you an explanation ? He is my nephew. I 
can take him anywhere I want to. It seems you do not have any faith 
in me !’ 

‘No, Bhai Saheb. He is not saying that. He too has some free 
time now. Let us all go out somewhere. | have also not been able to 
go anywhere since a long time.’ 

There was the sound of a fist hitting the table. The coffee cups 
shook. ° 

‘Now, now ! Yasu has said the right thing ! So we will make a 
programme for ten days. Get ready by tomorrow. We will make 
arrangements in the morning so that we can catch the evening flight. 
Lock everything here. Nothing is likely to be stolen from this museum 
of yours.’ And he broke into another spate of convulsive laughter. 

The moon was on the roof that day. The entire sky seemed to be 
affected by the riaz of Nandlal’s sitar. The neighbourhood was still. 
Yasoda was sitting quietly. After a long time, the strings seemed to 
feel sleepy. Nandlal kept the sitar aside and looked at Yasoda. Both 
were quite. 

*] don't feel like going anywhere tomorrow.’ 

* You are right. 1 too do not want to go. But Kapur Saheb will be 
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very angry. Kanababu would feet hurt. Haven't you seen how he was 
jumping around in anticipation of going out?’ 

Yasoda fel! silent. 

The soft music of jaltarang could be heard from afar. The blue 
bird called once, ‘Kanababu’ —a sad, lonely call. It was one in the 
morning. 

‘I have been feeling depressed for some reason from this evening. 
Kanababu could not wear those shoes today, did you see that ? No 
one remembered. Everyone seemed to have gone mad on seeing 
Uncle.’ 

That was mild remonstration for Yasoda. Extremely gentle 
reproof. It was natural on the part of Nandlal. Yasoda was used to it. 

Still Yasoda was silent. ‘Since evening I am constantly reminded 
of that hunting trip.’ 

‘Unh—let it go.’ 

As if he had not heard her, Nandla! said, ‘I had no idea that the 
deer kid was so beautiful. Her mother had such large eyes. Tears 
rolling down the eyes as in case of human beings. She was not willing 
to move away from her child.’ 

Yasoda broke into a rasping sob. ° Why didn't you shoot that mother 
deer there ? Why ?’ 

Caressing her back, Nandlal cried silently. From that star-spangled 
night in the forest, the mother deer had been looking at him with 
tears in her eyes in the light of the spotlight. 

The blue bird called, ‘Kanababu, Kanababu.’ 

It was two in the morning. 

‘Aren't you going to sleep tonight, Yasu ?’ 

‘I am not feeling sleepy in the least.’ 

‘Let it go. Let us talk of something else. I think Kanababu will 
play the flute beautifully when he grows up.” 

‘Oh, really ?° 

‘One day I was listening in the sly. He was trying to play a tune 
on the flute. It was too good.’ 

‘Oh, yes. Musicians hear music everywhere.’ 

‘No, no. Don't think this to be a joke. Only he has to be serious 
about it. | have already ordered for all kinds of flutes. We will start 
him on the flute on his next birthday. It is difficult to hold your own 
when the flute, the night and the rains get intertwined. | remember... 
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I had heard Pannalal once on one of his birthday nights. It is not 
possible to forget the rains that night. That flute played inside and 
outside me for a whole month. Oh! Kanababu'd look wonderful if he 
played the flute, no ?° 

Suddenly, Nandla! sat up. He said, ‘A few people would faint if 
he played the flute in Paris. What would those Parisians not do for 
him ? They’d spread rose petals for him to walk on.’ 

Colours of numerous rainbows spread time and again on the film 
of dreams, experiences and concerts of his own life. Kanababu’s 
Pushpak went around the seven continents and the seven seas many 
a times. The speaker was overwhelmed. The listener was also 
overwhelmed. Dreams were flowing from the moonlight in the sky. 
The music created by flute was also flowing. 

‘Why did you stop ? Tell me what'd happen next. Th President 
will honour him in the Rashtrapati Bhavan. After th. ull these 
seem like dreams to me. Excellent... Why don't you speak on... what’d 
happen next ?’ 

Laughing softly, Nandlal said, ‘ Where is the night that you'd dream 
any more ?° 

‘What ?’ 

‘What makes you start like that ? It is about four in the morning. 
No way we can go to sleep.’ 

Yasoda went into a doze again. It was nothing new for them to go 
to sleep on rooftop like this. The blue bird called, ‘Kanababu, 
Kanababu...’ It was indeed four in the morning. 

There was a hazy cloud in the sky the next morning. It was 
drizzling too. Anyone was likely to be in a foul mood on such a 
morning. There was some meaning if it rained hard. Or if it was 
brightly sunny. Kapur Saheb was fully dressed. With his moustache 
swollen, he was cursing that effeminate, wailing rains. Kanababu 
had also got dressed. The new shoes came and went back to the 
racks. 

The right weather was missing for such wonderful shoes. 

‘Kapur Saheb, where could we go in such horrible weather ?’ 

He thumped his leg on the ground and said from behind his 
moustache, “ You don’t have to worry. | am making the arrangement.’ 

He moved towards the garage. The ground shook under the impact 
of his rushing feet. 
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*[ will go with Uncle.’ 

‘No, no, son. Where can you go in this weather ?’ 

“You wait for a moment. I am getting ready to come with you,’ 
said the scared Yasoda. 

Kanababu ran away hopping, ‘No, I will go atone. All of you 
stay back. 1 will go... 1 will go.’ 

Tearing the rains apart, the vehicle rushed onto the road. Smoke 
was coming out of the moustache of Uncle in anger. Bhai Saheb 
looked like a demon to Yasoda. 

Hazy cloud all around the house. The drizzle continued. Two 
scared and anxious faces at the doorstep. From the backyard and the 
garden, a few other faces resembling lifeless vegetation had been 
staring outside like turtles. 

Uncle Bhupendra Kapoor was a terror. 

Very strong... 

Very affectionate... hl 

His shadow was as widespread as that of a banyan tree. Huge 
arms that could embrace anything. Even Yama would be frightened 
to see his moustache. 

Nothing was the matter ! 

For no reason, a great deal of tear ran down Yasoda’s eyes. As 
soft a person as cream of milk ! She always got scared easily. 

Nandlal felt sick as if someone was pressing him down with a 
rock. He made an effort to smile without success. 

‘Raju, why are you standing in the rains and crying ?’° 

‘No, Sir. Something fell in my eye. I was wiping it.’ 

‘All of you go. Do your own work. I am waiting here for Kana- 
babu.’ 

No one moved. They all stood rooted to their respective places. 
The clouds intensified. It was getting darker. 

Absentmindedly, Nandilal fiddled with the sitar in the drawing 
room. In a similar mood, Yasoda rearranged the albums in the 
almirahs. She put the new shoes in front in the shoe rack. For some 
reason, Nandlal got up and took out the model foot from out of the 
velvet bag and put it in between the two shoes. Yasoda only stared. 
She did not say anything. 

In a startled voice, Nandlal said, ‘Don’t stare like that Yasu. Your 
eyes are full of tears like that mother deer.’ 
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The music from the clocks could be heard. The blue bird called, 
‘Kanababu ! Kanababu ! Kanababu !...” Everyone counted. It was 
eleven in the morning. 

That was the time for Kanababu to return from the school. That 
was the time for him to enter into the house from near the stairs 
hopping all the way. It was the time to eat cream of milk in the lap of 
the mother after throwing away the shoes and socks here and there. 

Everybody became alert. They all stared at the rains and the 
entrance to the house. Many cars went by. Many cars returning from 
the school. But Kanababu had not gone to school today. He had gone 
out with his Uncle ! 

Why had he gone ?... Where had Kanababu gone ? 

A procession of many black umbrellas came and stopped in front 
of the house. 

What had gone wrong with Raju ? Why was he not pushing 
away those buffaloes ? 

Why did herds of strange women drenched in rain make a crowd 
there ? The forlorn cows... why did that dog wail in that manner with 
its face raised ? 

Why didn’t someone throw a stone at that stupid dog ? 

No, all these were mad ! 

Impossible... truck ?... Kanababu ? What nonsense these people 
were talking ? 

‘I am holding the cream of milk here. I will feed him when he 
returns.’ 

‘This is the shirt that he was wearing in the morning. The smell 
of his sweat is still there. I love this soft smell.’ 

Hey, hey... they are breaking that boundary wall... the buffaloes 
are pushing in like black umbrellas. 

Buffaloes ! Buffaloes ! Raju, why don’t you push them out ? 
Those rain-drenched women, those half-naked children—why don't 
you push them out ? Oh no, it is gone ! They are all over the garden ! 
They are rushing in. 

Silent stampede near the entrance to the house. Reflections of 
those almirahs in the large eyes in the front row... Small chair... small 
almirah in the drawing room. Those small shoes... rows of toys. 

Yasoda was standing like an image of stone with her large eyes 
filled with tears like the mother deer holding a steel pot with a steel 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Museum 207 


spoon in it. The sitar artist Nandlal Nigam had been staring in 
uncomprehending eyes pressing down a blue shirt to his face with 


both his hands. 
Two live, bewildered, voiceless images of such a huge museum ! 
The music from the clocks came floating in. The bird called, 
‘Kanababu ! Kanababu ! Kanababu...’ The bird called twelve times. 
Suddenly the dam broke somewhere inside the mute museum. 


The sea was raging outside. Howling winds and rains. 
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False... no, no, it's true 

One felt as if the chirpings of birds would be audible ina moment. 
The night would be over. 

Moonlight was creating the illusion of dawn. Lonely, spread-out, 
unknown area. The trees were transfixed. The roads were deserted. 
The breeze was cool, tender and light. The illusion of the dawn in 
the sky and on the earth. But the time was midnight. 

Our driver pulled the car to the side of the road, stopped and said, 
‘Perhaps we have run out of petrol.’ Again, on his own, he said, ‘But 
I had filled up the tank.’ 

The light of the car went out suddenly like closing one's eyes. 
The engine became silent. Hamid checked something under the hood 
with a torch in hand. All of us got down from the car. 

We two—the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law from the back 
and my son Sarat from the front. He went near the driver. We two 
walked on the road. It seemed that there were no villages nearby. No 
bus or truck on the road either. Bushy forest all around us. There 
could be animals around. Without knowing it we walked back to the 
car. 

Perhaps my daughter-in-law heard the sounds first. She said, 
‘People are talking. Can you hear ?’ 

‘Oh, yes. Who is moving around in this jungle at this hour ?° 

Then the light from a torch could be seen. We entered the car and 
locked the doors. Sarat and the driver were on their guard. 

The light came near and went out. We were even more scared. 
Someone said in Hindi from the bushes, ‘Who is there ?’ 

Hamid lit his torch in that direction. They too lit their torch. Two 
shapes could be seen in front of the row of bushes. We could also be 
seen in their torchlight. I shouted, ‘Sarat, get inside the car.’ 

My voice must have carried to them. They came forward. Sarat 
and Hamid shouted together in Hindi, ‘Who is there ?’ A bit scared, 
a bit belligerent ! 
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They came and stood in tront of the car. The torchlight of Hamid 
showed a Muslim with white beard and a very strong, young man. 
Perhaps they understood. The old man said in clear Oriya, ‘Has the 
car broken down, Sir ? Can we help ? This is my son. Just check out 
the car, son. He is a good mechanic. Your car would be okay.’ 

After that, with a great deal of courtesy, he said, ‘Until then why 
don't you drop in at my place for a bit of refreshment ? Our house is 
just behind this tree.’ 

It was difficult to believe. It was quite odd that someone should 
come out of the jungle around midnight and invite us to his house. 

Sarat said, ‘Thank you. We will go away if you could help us in 
getting the car started. We still have another sixty kilometres to go.’ 

The old man said as if he understood everything. He said, ‘Oh, 
so you are an officer. That’s all right. I will send tea to this place.’ He 
switched on his torch and disappeared into the bushes. The sound 
was like a wild animal rushing by. 

His son started opening various parts of the car. Sarat and Hamid 
helped him by showing the light. Fear and suspicion left our minds 
like a fever leaving the body. 

Both of us started talking inside the car—but we were a bit ill at 
ease. We just queried each other at intervals. ‘What would be the 
time now” ‘When shall we reach home ?° Just out of anxiety, an 
abnormality seemed to hang inside the car in the shape of asking 
difficult questions and not really expecting answers for them. 

A sharp light was again seen from a distance. Perhaps the old 
man again started out with the torch. We kept looking in that direction, 
our gazes fixed. 

Footsteps could be heard. They came near us. Someone else was 
with the old man. Two persons came out from behind the bushes. 
The other was a twelve or thirteen year old girl wearing a salwar- 
kamiz. She had a kettle and four cups in her hand. The two of us got 
down from both sides of the car. By the time | had moved around the 
rear side of the car, Alaka had already relieved the girl of the tea 
cups. Alaka was the wife of Sarat. 

In that light the girl looked fair-complexioned and very beautiful. 
Her teeth resembled the buds of jasmine when she smiled. I put my 
hand on her back and asked, ‘What is your name ?’ 

The old man answered from behind, ‘Nuru—that is Noor Jehan.’ 
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The girl blushed. She said, ‘Just Nuru would have done. Abba 
Jaan is just a bit too much." 

We gave tea to Sarat and Hamid. Then, while sipping tea, I said, 
“You helped us out at such time of the night. You lit the hearth and 
made tea. We gave you a lot of trouble, no ?° 

Both daughter and father protested at the same time, ‘What 
trouble ? This is dinner time for us.’ | 

The old man went near his son and asked, ‘How long is-it going 
to take ? Have you located the trouble ?° 

‘No, Abba. Not yet.’ 

‘It's allright. You come to my house with my daughter and sit 
there. You will come back when the car starts.’ 

Sarat lifted his face and looked at the old man. The old man said, 
“You too come. The driver is here. You come. Why are you getting 
worried ?’ 

There was something in the smile of that girl and the voice of the 
old man. The three of us walked quietly behind them. Quite a large, 
tile-roofed house could be seen after crossing the bushes. There was 
a boundary wall on all sides. Gas light was burning inside the house. 
Three women came out as we stepped on the verandah. One seemed 
to be the wife of the old man. Slightly fat, but extremely beautiful. | 
was taken aback by the appearance of the other two—no queen could 
come anywhere near them. 

They greeted us. There was a charpoy in the courtyard. They 
asked us to sit there. They sat down on another charpoy nearby and 
said, ‘You might not have eaten on the way. You may not want to eat 
what we have cooked. Have some sweets.’ 

One of them got up before ! could decline the offer. The two 
others were the daughters-in-law of the old lady. The one who had 
carried tea for us was perhaps the youngest daughter. That girl had 
been sitting near me on the charpoy. 

‘This girl...’ 

‘My daughter. Nuru, that is...” 

‘That’ II do. There is no need to say anything else.’ 

I wanted very much to pull that girl to my lap. I put my hand 
around her waist and pressed it a bit. She moved near me. How | 
wished I had a daughter like that. Sarat's younger sister Shobha passed 
away three years back. Since then Sarat was my only child. 
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| had my gaze fixed on Nuru's face. The gas light was reflecting 
from her face. That long and straight nose of hers, long eyelashes. 
Such fair cheeks, forehead and neck. I'd have loved to have a 
daughter-in-law like that. 

I did not look at Alaka any more. No one could say that Alaka 
was ugly. But she did not have such complexion and construction. 

The younger daughter-in-law brought some things in a large plate 
and put it on the charpoy. The fragrance of pure country ghee. 
Someone carried a plate for Sarat separately. He was talking to the 
old man a bit farther. 

‘Please take.’ 

I picked up a laddu. Quite large. Almonds, pista and raisins had 
been sticking out from it. I had never eaten such tasty laddu. Alaka 
also picked something from the plate. 

‘Take this date palm. Very tasty. Also other dry fruits are here.’ 

Nuru had been sitting just near me. The fragrance of fresh flowers 
was coming out of her. She broke into a smile whenever I looked at 
her. I tried to make her eat a date palm. She lifted her dainty hand 
and declined. I held her palm and kissed it. The palm was red like 
tender leaf, soft like butter. I recalled Noor Jehan about whom I! had 
read a long time back in history. I thought of Mumtaz and Shah Zehan. 
This girl was fit to be a queen inside the Red Fort. 

I had no idea when Sarat had come near me. He was calling me. 
Alaka too was standing near me. I stood up. Nuru also stood up near 
me. Before | knew what I was doing I clasped Nuru on to my chest. 
I recovered my senses when I heard someone laughing near me. 
Perhaps Nuru’s mother laughed like that. 

‘Why don’t you take Nuru alongwith you? If you like her so much, 
take her with you.’ 

I was overwhelmed. I looked towards Sarat and said, ‘I°II take 
this girl with me. She will stay with us for some days.’ 

The old man said from the other side, ‘That's very kind of you. 
We have nothing to say.’ 

This time it was Alaka who laughed. 

*Oh, come on, Mother. What is this ? We will come again and see 
her. Nuru, will you come with us ?° 

Anyone would have declined the way she asked. Did anyone ask 
that way to a gir! like Nuru ? She should be lifted in both the palms 
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like a flower. 

I let her go with great reluctance. I kept returning time and again 
to caress her. Finally Alaka pulled me out holding my hand. 

When | looked from the door of the courtyard I saw Sarat standing 
there and looking at her intensely. He was talking to himself. Only 
he knew what he was talking about. But I felt that he had been looking 
at Nuru. 

The car had been roaring on the road. By the time we reached 
there, the young mechanic had left that place. Hamid was closing 
the bonnet of the car. Sarat also came after us. 

I turned back and saw that moonlight still created the illusion of 
the dawn. A row of tall bushes. Everything else was quiet and still. 
We all got inside the car quietly and locked the doors. 

Hamid switched on the lights. The road was lonely. He drove 
ahead blowing the horn for no reason out of sheer habit. 

Without others noticing it, the three of us automatically looked 
inside the thickets on the left hand side for some time. Perhaps we 
were expecting that someone would wave a torchlight at us from 
near that house. But we returned our gaze and sat quietly. 

I was the first one to speak, ‘Sarat, the house of that Muslim 
gentleman was not visible from the road. Could you see it ?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Alaka, could you see it ?° 

‘No. 

‘That girl. How beautiful she was !’ 

No one said anything. 1 felt a bit awkward. Then I thought that 
they were young after all. Perhaps they were feeling sleepy. 

That beautiful face again danced before my eyes. I took my plam 
near my face to smell —maybe the fragrance of fresh flowers would 
still be there. Perhaps the smell of those laddus made of pure ghee 
would still be there. I felt that my palms were alternately smelling of 
fresh flowers and pure ghee. And then, at times, there was no smell 
at all. 

Had Sarat and Alaka gone to sleep ? Perhaps they had not slept. 
But they were also not fully awake. Perhaps they were thinking of 
different things with their eyes closed. 

Were they thinking of Nuru ? 

A bit of ghat road came. We were swayiug from one side to the 
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other when the car was negotiating the curves. The sound of the 
horn woke us up from our reverie. After some time lights could be 
seen in the distance. 

In another hour the car came and reached our gates. The servant 
opened the gate when the driver blew horn. All of us passed out on 
our respective beds drowsily. 1 continued to sleep till late. Alaka 
placed a cup of tea before me when | washed my face after getting 
up. Sarat was getting ready to go out somewhere. I sipped tea and 
told Sarat, ‘I am not able to forget that muslim household at all.’ 
Alaka took a dig at me, * That mustim girl has won mother over. She 
is only thinking of her.’ 

She smiled slightly after saying that. Alaka was a very nice girl. 
Very friendly. She made friends easily. She would have looked much 
better had her complexion been a bit more fair. Does not her body 
construction also look a bit odd ?... Perhaps it looked more so today. 
1 laughed a bit at myself. 

Sarat came with his bag and stood. He said, ‘Mother, | am leaving. 
I might be a bit late when I return.’ 

Throughout that day Nuru’s face was haunting me. Sometime 
she appeared like a daughter. At times she seemed to be bedecked 
with ornaments to took like a daughter-in-law. 

Alaka used to pass by me smiling while I had sat like that looking 
vacant!ly. She sat down near me and combed my hair after some 
time. As if trying to win me over, she said, ‘Mother, let us go to 
Choudhury Saheb's place in the evening. That blue silk saree looks 
real good on you. You'd wear that. I think... what do you think I 
should wear ?... You were once saying that that pink silk looks good 
on me. No ?’ 

Suddenly I recalled that Nuru was wearing salwar-kamiz of that 
same colour. She was looking even more beautiful in that. She was 
going to light up the house wherever she went. That girl Nuru was 
fit for a palace. 

‘Shalt! I wear that pink saree or not ?° 

I could not tell her, ‘Yes, wear that. It looks good on you.’ I only 
said, ‘You wear whatever you want to.’ 

I had no idea that Alaka might take offence at that. 

Sarat did not come for lunch that day. We went to Choudhury 
Saheb's place. His wife praised Alaka lavishly. She also seemed 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


214 Father Samuel and other stories 


fascinated by her saree. 

She also had a few good words for me. Mrs. Choudhury was a 
nice person. She also made very good sweets at home. That evening 
she brought sandesh and laddus. When I picked up a laddu, I looked 
sideways at Alaka. She laughed a bit in a knowing way. | was itching 
to narrate the previous night's events before Mrs. Choudhury—but 
somehow I could not bring myself to do it—was it because Alaka 
was there or because | did not want to share my priceless experience 
with anyone else ? 

At that time Mrs. Choudhury asked, “What time did you reach 
home last night ?° 

The dam would have broken here perhaps. But nothing of the 
sort took place. Alaka replied, ‘We were a bit late. It was two thirty 
in the morning when we reached home.’ 

After some time we returned home. 

Sarat returned at nine in the evening. Ordinarily, he sat down on 
the armchair with legs spread and ordered for tea. But that evening 
he did not do any of these things. On the other hand. he pulled a 
chair from near the dining table and came and sat near me. 

As if he was telling me something extraordinary, he said, * You 
know. mother. Today 1 paid off the dues of three muslims. The 
amounts were long overdue.” 

I did not say anything. Then 1 thought something and said, * You 
did right. They are all nice people. 1 feel like going to their house 
again when 1 remember yesterday.” 

Here I noticed that Sarat felt a bit disturbed. Alaka too kept looking 
at him with a cup of tea in her hand. Sarat hesitated for a while and 
said. “I will surely track them down. Where could they go ?° 

* Who ? Who are you talking about ?”° 

‘That Muslim family. There are no villages or houses within an 
area of twenty kilometers in that jungle. | asked many people today. 
Everyone said the same thing. Hamid said, ‘Saheb, believe me. 1 
have driven that way any number of times. There are no houses there. 
I'd have known if any muslim family would be staying there.’ 

*What are you saying ?° 

Sarat continued in the same excited manner, ‘] asked Hamid 
whether he saw that old muslim gentleman and his mechanic son. 
He answered, ‘Yes, Sir. 1 saw them all right. But now [ think how 
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could I see them if no one is there. And I also saw that the mechanic 
only put together whatever he had opened. The car started after that. 
He hadn’t repaired anything. As far as | am concerned, there was 
nothing the matter with the car. But I cannot understand why the 
engine came to a halt at that place.” 

In our own typica! way, the three of us were thunderstruck. Alaka 
moved to the kitchen. I could hear her deep sigh. Sipping his tea 
silently, Sarat was saying, “*I will definitely track them down”. 

I could feel goose pimples all over my body. I could not fathom 
what Sarat meant by ‘tracking them down.’ I have not been able to 
come to terms with that in the past twenty years. 

Hamid is still with us. All of us are mentally searching for that 
tile-roofed house in the light of the moon and that muslim family. 
We miss them. 

Alaka knows whom we miss so much. But she is reassured on 
one count. She knows we will never find them. 
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All the others were present there. All the problems of the whole 
world were flying around like unfamiliar pigeons under the rows of 
fans in that conference hall. Many grave voices were ricocheting off 
the walls after pronouncing weighty words on the microphone. At 
this time there was a brief intermission and that quiet break seemed 
to hang heavy on everyone. The iron beams from the roof above 
seemed to descend slowly under the weight of that silence. 

Suddenly everyone realized that Bholababu had not come. People 
talked about him here, there, everywhere in subdued voices. They 
were amazed how they had not been able to notice his absence right 
from the beginning. 

Amid the silence, they were all surprised to hear someone snore 
very softly but clearly. Excited and surprised eyes ran over the house 
in different styles. The ears were pricked. The quiet break seemed 
like an even more distinct column. What kind of an idiot dared to 
snore when such grave discussions were in progress to decide the 
fate of human beings ? The elite of the society present there felt 
terribly offended by that. Surely they could not be disregarded with 
defiance ! Each one of them was a powerful dignitary in his own 
right. Who was that uncivilized snoring fool ? Who was that rascal 
unfit to sit in such a meeting ? 

Each one looked from one side to the other. One of them dilated 
his nostrils to express his anger. In a clipped voice he asked, ‘Where 
is Bholababu ?”’ 

‘Where was that man indeed ? Where was Bholababu ?’ The 
meeting hall murmured. 

Bholababu was a very handsome person. He enjoyed life. He 
was around thirty five. Everyone thought that he had the moods of a 
zemindar. He enjoyed good food and sleep. People had seen him 
leaving a discussion midway if he did not enjoy it. If he were here, 
everyone would have concluded that it was he who was snoring. 
They were even more vexed for «ot finding an answer to their 
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question. 

Why had Bho!ababu not come to the meeting inspite of the explicit 
directions of authorities ? It would not have mattered if he would 
have come and said nothing. If he felt like it, he might not even have 
heard anything and snored. Shametessly he would have smiled at 
everyone showing his teeth on being discovered. No once would have 
been angry with him. Rather they would have taken pity on him. 
Everyone would have thought that he was a great deal more 
intelligent, responsible and awake in comparison to Bholababu. What 
a great opportunity was missed indeed ! Who would not fee! sick at 
it ? Why should not one get angry of however broadminded one 
might be ? The boy throwing a stone at the passing dog expects than 
the stone should hit the dog. Let it hit the eye and the dog become 
blind. Let it hit the leg and the dog become lame. He had every right 
to get angry if that bloody animal deprived him of such pleasure and 
gave him the slip. 

Bholababu was a stupid fellow. He always slept and snored. All 
his forefathers had the habit of snoring—how could he be an 
exception ? Positively it was he who had snored here. What difference 
it made if he was not present here ? It was the same thing whether 
he was absent or snored while being present. He should be sued not 
only for indecency but also for defamation of the meeting. 

All these arguments must have crossed the fertile brains of people 
in a moment’s time. The reason was everyone was looking very 
perturbed and unwell. The last speaker was obviously angry. He could 
understand rotten eggs, tomatoes and chappals being thrown at him 
in meetings. That proved that they listened to him at least and got 
inflamed. But it was intolerable that someone should snore like this 
in utter disregard and without a care. 

At this time the sound of snoring was audible clearly yet again. 
Everyone stood up like a doll filled with a spring. They looked at 
each other amazed. They looked at the tables and chairs and even 
under the tables. Everyone .“as standing. They were all staring. Could 
any of them snore standing like that ? Strange ! If no one present was 
snoring then where did the sound come from ? 

Everyone forgot about the matter under discussion. They became 
aware that it was already ten in the night. Pandemonium broke out. 
They moved around the hall in an excited and agitated manner. All 
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the chairs moved from their places. The cloth was pulled from top of 
the table. All of them looked under the table time and again. Everyone 
was afraid that the offender was definitely sleeping there prostrate 
with his legs spread. Both his hands pressed on his chest. The nose 
tilted upwards. The mouth hanging open. Eyes slightly open. The 
head on the hair very rough and curly. Looking almost like Bholababu. 
They stared at each other’s face under the table and again straightened 
up. 

Some of them picked up chairs and looked under them. They 
looked at the joints of the chairs. They discovered small spiders and 
a few mosquitoes caught in their webs since ages. It was indeed very 
dirty under the table. 

The pandemonium died down and again that strange sound could 
be heard. 

Everyone felt a shudder standing in his own place. They stared at 
each other. Some of them definitely looked quite anxious and scared. 
The sleeping man was nowhere to be seen. But the snoring could be 
heard. The sound was indeed oppressive. The airconditioned comfort 
of the hall was not there on the road. But the very serene earth, very 
easy and understandable life was very much there. 

Spontaneously everyone had moved near the doors. There were 
no more secrets once the doors were opened. Everything was clear 
and transparent after that. 

Dibakarbabu made a weak effort to laugh. He said, ‘You see, if | 
did not have such an urgent work, I would not have left this place 
without inquiring into this. But 1 would leave in another five minutes. 
Still would you please come a bit closer ? That's it ! What do you 
say, Dhaneswarbabu ? Do you think this is the handiwork of some 
ghost ?’ 

‘That is utter nonsense. One of us is snoring at intervals without 
knowing it himself. It happens sometimes. I had an uncle. He always 
snored without being aware of it. Now we have to wake up that 
gentleman.’ 

‘But that does not seem to be all that easy. How do we find him ? 
You tell us.” 

‘What could be easier than that ? All of us will wait quietly. The 
nearest man would seize the fellow the moment he starts snoring.” 

“Ha, ha ! You are talking like a child. We have alrcady heard the 
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sound thrice. Yet why are we searching under the table ? No one can 
know the source of the sound.” 

It was true. So what could be done ? All of them waited quietly. 
Everyone had held his breath like waiting for the tiger on top of a 
tree in the jungle. At that time even the sound of the fall of a 
handkerchief would have been heard. Even people might have 
discovered the person throwing the handkerchiet. None of them had 
the habit of being so careful earlier in looking and listening. Hence, 
they felt very tired and unwell. Sweat broke out on the necks and 
foreheads of all because of the unusual breathing. They were all 
scared that something untoward might happen the moment they even 
blinked their eyes. 

Dhaneswarbabu was chewing paan. AS he bit on a piece of supari, 
the sound could be discerned by everyone. They all looked at him. 

Even the sound of Mrs. Padhi turning the end of her saree around 
and pushing it down her waist could be heard by everyone. Everyone 
heard it and knew what was happening. 

The snoring was no longer heard. Five minutes went by. Ten 
minutes went by. Nothing. Rather the sound of someone typing on a 
typewriter could be heard from afar. 

Everyone jumped up when Dibakarbabu cleared his throat to say 
something after taking a look at his watch. 

‘You see, I have no idea how long you are going to wait like this. 
Perhaps the entire night may pass. | am very sorry that I cannot wait 
any longer. You must excuse me.’ 

Dibakarbabu opened the door. Everyone wanted to slip out. Why 
should he go alone ? What was the problem if all of them left together ? 
As everyone thought of leaving, again the sound of someone snoring 
could be heard in that one careless moment. 

Dibakarbabu stood still leaving the door ajar. The others were 
also still like pictures on walls. Strange ! 

‘Who is it ?* shouted Dhaneswarbabu. The hall reverberated with 
his voice. Everyone shuddered. But the question had no answer. 

Dibakarbabu left without saying anything. All the others left after 
him. Mrs. Padhi left at the end. She felt something was bearing down 
on her. Closing the door swiftly she descended down the steps. 

Everyone had got in his car outside. It was eleven in the night by 
then. 
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Mrs. Padhi got into her car absentimindedly and the vehicle rolled 
on to the road. Polished and smooth highway. The new, bright red 
car rolled down without a sound. The street was brightly lit. Not a 
soul was there on the road. She stepped on the accelerator to break 
the silence with the sound of the engine. She even tried to hum a 
tune under her breath. 

One of the lights on the street had gone out. Mrs. Padhi shivered 
as she approached that part of the road. She felt that someone was 
snoring very lightly in the back seat. Her hands shook. She controlled 
the car just in time. She stopped the car, switched on the light and 
looked back. There was no one. She was feeling the shivers again 
and again. She did not switch off the light any more. Looking from 
one side to the other apprehensively, she drove the car faster. 

She was perhaps slightly thirsty. She licked her dry lips with her 
tongue. 

Mrs. Padhi stayed in a government bungalow near the Christian 
Street. Mr. Padhi stayed at Kanpur. Their son was at Rusivelli. Both 
were in Government of India service. How could they stay together 
like ordinary people ? The watchman opened the gates. She took the 
car inside the garage and cut off the engine. The back door of the car 
on the right hand side opened on its own with a metallic click. She 
jumped out of the car. The door had actually opened. Had she 
forgotten to lock it ?... In that case it would have opened on the road 
itself. 

Angrily, Mrs. Padhi banged the door shut. She raised the window 
glasses and locked the car. She cautioned the watchman as usual and 
went inside. But she had an urge to turn back and take a look. 

She reached the drawing room and rang up her husband at Kanpur. 
She felt a lot reassured on hearing his voice. 

‘I just telephoned without any reason but somehow 1 feel rather 
scared today. Strange things are happening.’ 

‘Ha, ha ! You were always a timid girl. Why, you are supposed to 
be managing such a great lot of things. The lives of so many people 
depend on you. They feel secured because of you. They'd be orphaned 
if you are scared like this. You are supposed to chaperon them.’ 

‘Cut out the jokes. You had never bothered for me. What else 
could I expect ?° 

‘How can I prove from all this way that 1 really care ? So I am 
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coming down this Saturday.” 

‘Aw, you are really a bore,’ and she replaced the telephone. 

‘Listen to me...” Mr. Padhi had no chance of completing his 
sentence. 

Mrs. Padhi looked around her once again. 

The house was indeed very lonely. 

The ayah and the cook stayed in the outhouse. She felt like calling 
them through the watchman and scold them just in order to break 
the loneliness. 

She sat down on the sofa making an unnecessary noise. She threw 
the magazines on the floor in the process of dusting the table. She 
looked from one side to the other while turning the pages of the 
magazine with a flutter. 

The gap between the sofa and the wall was making her uneasy. 
Again and again she wanted to look behind her shoulders. But she 
stood up and opened the door to call the watchman. 

The watchman came running. 

‘Had anyone come here in my absence ?’ 

‘No, Mem Sa’ab... yes, Mem Sa’ab, some officer called Bhola- 
babu had come.’ 

‘What time had he come ?° 

‘A few minutes before your arrival.’ 

Mrs. Padhi furrowed her brows. 

The watchman seemed to stop short and said in a broken voice, 
‘Another strange thing, Mem Sa’ab.’ 

‘What’s it ?° 

‘The car of that officer was badly damaged. The driver also 
seemed kind of strange.’ 

Mrs. Padhi did not pay much attention to that. She kept the door 
open and went near the phone. She was going to pick it up when she 
came to an abrupt stop. She knew that Bholababu stayed alone. He 
was thirty five years old. He was quite handsome too. Some rumours 
made the rounds about him. Perhaps it was not so wise to call him up 
at that hour. 

Even if she called him, what could she say to him ? Shall she 
demand an explanation for his absence from the meeting ? Shall she 
erder him to come to the office early tomorrow ? Or to make 
arrangements for the tour to Defhi ? Won't those be known as useless 
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alibis ? 

If Bholababu said, “I could come to the bungalow for instructions 
right now if you want, Madam,’ what would be her response ? She 
was sure to say no to that and ask him to come the next morning. 
Then why did she telephone at the dead of the night ? This unasked 
question was going to stand near the telephone shyly carrying 
numerous connotations. 

The watchman cleared his throat outside. 

Mrs. Padhi suddenly picked up the phone and dialled. 

‘Is that you, Bholababu ?° 

‘Which Bholababu you want, you idiot ? No one by that name 
here.’ A wrong number had been connected. In a way that was a 
relief. She replaced the receiver slowly. The man on the other side 
was using all kinds of vulgar language. She tolerated that without a 
protest. Slowly she walked towards the door. 

‘Everything okay, Bahadur ?’ 

She closed the door and entered the bedroom quietly. It was all 
right. If anything happened, she had to face it bravely. She was feeling 
a slight chill in the nightgown. She might have to cover herself with 
a shawl. She was looking for a shaw! when the telephone rang from 
the other side. 

Strange ! Who might call at that hour ? Was it Mr. Padhi from 
Kanpur ? Dibakarbabu ? Bholababu ? Impossible !! 

‘Hello, this is Mrs. Padhi.’ 

‘Is everything all right ?’° 

‘What do you mean ? Is that you, Dibakarbabu ?’ 

‘Yes. In a way I was forced to call you at this unearthly hour. I 
Just received a telephone call. Someone was talking expressing his 
apprehensions about your well-being. He said that he could not 
telephone you directly for some reason. He asked me to be on guard 
throughout this night and replaced the telephone. | did not even 
have a chance to know his identity. Wasn't it rather funny ? All 
kinds of extraordinary things seem to be happening this evening.’ 

‘Yes. I too notice that. Do you believe someone is behind all 
this ?’ 

‘It is difficult to say that. But nothing of this sort had occurred in 
my stay of eight years here. I am not yet able to understand clearly... 
this matter. Anyway please be on your guard. Give me a call if any 
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problem arises.’ 

‘Thank you.’ 

Mrs. Padhi also had no idea about what was happening. She had 
stayed for two years and three months in the capital. Everything was 
all right until then... But Bholababu kept floating in front of her 
eyes. He was a nice man. 

Besides, he was absent this evening. Everyone had noticed it. 
Then why had he come to her house at midnight ? What did he want 
to say ? Who knows it might be he who had telephoned Dibakarbabu 
earlier. No, it was not that. Dibakarbabu would have reocgnised his 
voice. Apart from it, he was not that kind of a fool. He might have 
telephoned through someone else. 

But why ? Had he planned to come here again tonight ? Was he 
trying to save her from some kind of danger ? In that case he might 
as well have telephoned directly. 

Mrs. Padhi was an officer of high rank. She could not bear any 
indecent thing. Bhola was coming to her at the slightest pretext. He 
seemed to spruce up his appearance before coming to her. Others 
had kept a strict vigil on his visits to her. Mrs. Padhi knew that. 
Hence, she had never wanted to give him any leeway. But it was 
unavoidable on her part to talk to him out of courtesy at the club or 
in some other get together. 

Mrs. Padhi was about a year or two younger than him. She was 
not very beautiful. But she was young. She was tall, slender and fair. 
Perhaps Bhola was attracted to her. 

Slowly she entered the bedroom. The lights were on. She lied 
down on the bed carelessly. Loneliness was bearing down on her 
after she kept staring at the roof for some time in that fashion. She 
was surrounded by a thin fog. Suddenly, she sat up with a start. 
Blinking her eyes and pricking up her ears, she could not hear any 
more what she had heard just a moment before. But she was very 
sure that she had heard someone snoring very lightly near her. There 
was no mistake at all about that. 

She continued to sit on the bed. She felt hot behind the ear. Her 
chest was heaving. Many other things came back to her. The back 
door of her car should not have opened on its own like that. It was 
almost as if someone had alighted from the car. 

Something was bearing down on her heavily. She had a feeling 
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that someone else was present in that house besides her. She felt 
weak. All those events taking place since the evening had shaken 
her up. Very strange things. But what could be done in a situation 
like that ? 

It was even stranger that she had a gut feeling without rhyme or 
reason that Bholababu was responsible for all these. She got up from 
the bed as it was not possible for her to sleep. The ayah had left tea 
for the morning in a flask. She carried the flask and a glass to the 
drawing room. She felt brighter on drinking the tea. She was angry 
with herself, on that whole episode and with Bholababu. 

Rascal ! If she could get him then, she would have scolded him. 
Only if he came once more according to his plan... 

*... Why, Bholababu, how come you are here at this hour ?° 

Perhaps he would have doused himself with perfume. He would 
have arrived with sharply ironed safari suit and shining shoes. His 
teeth, nose, eyebrows and gait would have looked cute. 

*...Come in, Bholababu. Please come inside.’ 

His eyes would start burning. The face would be coloured. He 
would have entered carefully. He would be amazed with the door 
banging shut behind him... Idiot ! 

‘Sit down... here, sit close to me. No need to fee! shy. Don’t be 
afraid.” 

But he would be scared stiff. He would laugh uneasily. He would 
have only looked at the nightgown passionately, hungrily and scared. 
His face would have been singed by the flame of the fire. 

What would it be like to nestle up to him and put the hand on his 
shoulder ? The end of the hair on his cheek would stand up. His 
body would become as hot as fire. He would start trembling. 

After that perhaps the hungry tiger would have leapt at her. 

Very hungry, impatient and hot man he was ! 

Bholababu was no tiger at all ! He neither had the teeth nor the 
nails. He did not have even a bone in his body. He was just a soft 
worm. 

A fragrance would be floating in the darkness... A very strong 
perfume. 


The telephone rang. Mrs. Padhi was unnerved. She had passed 
out on that sofa itself. She was looking very tired and unkempt. 
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‘Good morning, Mrs. Padhi ! I am Dibakarbabu speaking. I called 
you as it is six in the morning now. ] hope there has been no problem 
during the night.’ 

Strange ! How could the night pass in the meantime ? Mrs. Padhi 
furrowed her brow and looked outside. It was already light. A strange 
perfume was floating around the room. Strange ! 

‘Good morning, Dibakarbabu. Perhaps I have slept for about five 
hours. Still | feel very tired. Thank you.’ 

“I am sorry to disturb you a bit. There is some bad news. Please 
get ready and don't attach too much importance to the matter.’ 

‘Please continue,’ she tried to yawn. 

‘Bholababu has passed away.’ 

‘Oh... Every joint in her body seemed to crack. 

In a quiver and with a great deat of difficulty, she asked, * What 
do you mean ?’ 

“Yesterday night his car hit the hill on the ghat road. The driver 
died in the hospital at around eleven. He was saying before his death 
that Bholababu forced him to go with him on tour. The driver had 
not slept a wink the night before. Forget it... it had to happen.The 
strangest part of it is that Bholababu had started to sleep the moment 
he got on to the vehicle and was snoring very loudly. The driver had 
also gone to sleep for a moment listening to his snorings. 

‘And please listen to this. Bholababu was saying yesterday in the 
office that all of us go to sleep and snore in the office while working. 
And that he had heard all of us snoring. He was laughing while saying 
that the whole office is incessantly snoring.’ 

Mrs. Padhi slowly put the phone down. In a trance she was looking 
at the three buttons which had come off her nightgown and were 
lying on the floor. There was a slight tremor all over her body. 
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None knew why everyone in the Rayaguru family had to die a 
premature death for the last seven generations. In appearance they 
all looked like gods who have been cursed. Their eyes resembled 
petals of the lotus flower. The complexion was like molten gold. Yet 
every one died young. Colossal wealth. Respected immensely 
throughout this area for their education, knowledge, character and 
nobility. But they did not live long enough to enjoy any of these. 
That was why, more than their respect for the family, people looked 
from afar at them scared. How the wheel of time hit them like a bolt 
of lightning when they reached the fortieth year mark ! No one had 
ever been spared. All kinds of tantric interventions were of no use. 
All kinds of pujas and yajnas, feeding the poor, digging ponds, 
erecting temples, recitation of the Mahamrityunjoy chants lakhs of 
times—nothing worked. The sword of Democles was waiting for all 
of them at the age of forty. Who had the temerity to cross that ! Oh... 
What curse had afflicted this illustrious family ! 

For the last three generations now they had accepted this as a fait 
accompli. They have decided that only the eldest son would marry; 
the rest would remain unmarried. What was the necessity of 
increasing the number of people who would die young ? But let the 
family continue. Who knows someday this unsurpassable deadline 
might recede ! There was no dearth of learned people in that family. 
Many people came to them from far and near with curiosity and 
disbelief. They discussed things. To break the curse, they advised 
reading the Rudrajamala slokas. But Rayaguru simply smiled and 
did not say anything. Sometimes he said in jest, ‘The Rayaguru family 
is a family of gods. No one is afflicted with old age here. Death is an 
unknown fear for other people. No one knows where it is hiding. 
But, for us, it is very certain and clear—a line of fire ! Hence we are 
able to control and discipline our short life. We can prepare ourselves 
to cross over without any doubt or hesitation.’ The visitors are hardly 
amused by the humour. They walk away with their heads lowered 
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seeing so much of helplessness. The eyes turn damp. 

But in the last two or three years a weird thing has happened. 
Biswanath Rayaguru was the eldest son of the seventh generation. 
All his brothers were unmarried. They were all moving over the whole 
of India. But all of them would return home at the right time. Just as 
they had come to this world with a gap of two years each, they would 
take their leave in the same order. Biswanath Rayaguru was about to 
cross thirty nine. In another year, the Mahaprayana phase of the 
sc\cnth generation would start. Everyone was ready for it. But with 
some kind of hope he had named his youngest son Mrityunjay. The 
boy was nine year old now; but three years back suddenly his hair 
started turning grey. He was becoming weak. Many doctors, hakims 
and kabirajas examined him. Inspite of ali Kinds of treatment the boy 
became thinner. Beard grew on his chin and became white. His skull 
bones could be seen on top of his ears. The entire body looked bony 
with the veins sticking out. Those two weird eyes of the Rayaguru 
family entered inside their sockets. The skin became loose. Everyone 
only kept staring at him amazed how, in four years time, a three and 
half feet high, ripe old man was blinking at them. Strange indeed ! 
Everyone was astounded that an untimely old man would be born in 
a family which had never experienced old age and which never even 
had the opportunity for it. The pent up senility of seven generations 
perhaps made its appearance. Untimely death had never permitted it 
to enter this family—now it had come thwarting death. Biswanath 
Rayaguru had never imagined that he had to suffer such humiliation 
because of his youngest son. 

Famous geriatrics said that it was a very unusual and complex 
disease. The name of the disease was premature old age. Once it 
took hold of someone, decay set in everywhere at great speed. It eats 
away ten years in a year's time. Hence Mrityunjay was not likely to 
live longer than a year. But it was strange that, inspite of his body 
becoming thin and diseased, psychologically he was still a nine year 
old boy. The same naughty, playful, obstinate youngest son. He was 
a bit subdued finding that he was the centre of attention of so many 
people. He could not understand why that happened. With some 
kind of apprehension, he was snuggling up to his mother... He always 
found his mother crying. But he could not understand why. When he 
tried to stand up suddenly to play, his knees pull him back.. He was 
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crying helplessly. Only the unhappy mother had taken him into her 
lap after everyone else had left. Caressing his white, rough hair, she 
wailed tirelessly. The son wiped her tears and pleaded while crying 
himself, ‘Don't cry, Maa, don’t cry.’ With her eyes closed, she felt 
that she was a child again and her grandfather was reassuring her— 
the voice was exactly like that ! She blinked. Like a terrible bad 
dream, she could not easily accept the other truth. After some time 
She played with the child with toys, picture books and paint brushes. 
He could not grip the brush steadily. His hand shook. His lips 
quivered. The mother cried in despair. Holding his hand, she drew 
pictures. He laughed like he was coughing. Her soul got shaken seeing 
the small, toothless mouth on that old, lined face. She shivered. 

No one in the family had suffered the death of a son before 
Biswanath Rayaguru. He had to take a second blow because of that. 
His younger brother had come back from Gujarat. He had returned 
on hearing this newest predicament. He was astounded when he saw 
Mrityunjay for the first time. No words came out from him. He sat 
mute nc.r his elder brother for quite some time. Biswanath Rayaguru 
understood everything on seeing his brother. Birendra looked like 
the Indra himself in appearance. Almost a foot taller than him. Wide 
chest. Long, thick arms. That diamond ring looked real good on his 
hand. His eyes sparkled like diamonds. Once you look at him, you 
feel like always looking at him. He had come to offer his neck when 
his turn would come. His insides got all churned up. His soul started 
to protest. He would have preferred to be born five times and die 
five times like this—only if Virendra could survive his looks and 
valour. I 

His maternal uncle arrived. He was past sixty. Since long 
Biswanath Rayaguru's mother was living near the puja room away 
from the ma:n house. She could not see properly because of incessant 
crying. She had the patience to live for twenty years after becoming 
a widow. She was looking after everything to ensure that the 
household functioned smoothly. Biswanath never did anything 
without consulting her first. 

He conducted his uncle to his mother. There they sat on the puja 
room verandah alongwith Biswanath’s mother and grandmother. 
Virendra was also with them. Everyone seemed depressed. The voices 
were dispirited. 
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Biswanath gathered some strength seeing the elderly people 
around him. These elderly people had held together the Rayaguru 
family for scores of years through its prosperity and adversity, sunrise 
and sunset. They had started feeling that the clouds of misfortunes 
were gathering again. Their aged backbones had started bending. 
Perhaps they were no longer capable of bearing any further assaults. 
Still they represented the fathers and mothers in the family who were 
more anxious than the others: Biswanath Rayaguru looked at the 
three of them as if they could provide him with some confidence. 
The grandmother seemed the most pitiable—like she had developed 
the habit of taking it all without qualms. She had seen the end of 
three generations. Father-in-law, husband and son. It was impossible 
to imagine how she kept her heart and sou! together seeing the death 
of her five sons after being a widow. It was strange how she did not 
give up the ghost. Perhaps she had never desired to cry. Blood had 
only flown out as water in a state of mouming. This last mother of 
the Dwapara era was rearing pity like a child after the bloodbath of 
the Mahabharat war. She was herself looking like the grey earth. 

Uncle had his gaze fixed on the ground. He exhaled a long breath. 
He said, ‘You know Biswanath, You are the pride of our clan. You 
are an expert in all the arts. You have achieved a great deal at a 
young age. You know what the future holds in store for you. I have 
come here to tell you just one thing. Everyone in this entire area is 
grief-stricken because of Mrityunjay. He flashed before my eyes all 
the twenty four hours of the day. Yesterday night I dreamt him. It 
was a strange dream. Goose pimples come all over my body when I 
even recollect it. | have come to tell you about it. You are nobody's 
fool. You make what you want to make of it.’ 

All of them started wondering. What could be that dream ? Life 
and death in their family were strange. So how did anything else 
matter—whether it was a dream or a reality ? Everyone looked at 
Uncle and waited. Even now there was a streak of black hair on his 
head. His eyelids seemed droopped. The eyes looked sleepy. 

He lifted his eyes and looked at everyone. He said, ‘The birds 
had not started chirping until then. For some reason I! woke up. | 
cannot sleep again once I wake up. My eyes were open. I had been 
staring. At this time | could see Mrityunjay walking in with a stick in 
hand. He stood before me and looked into my eyes. In a hoarse(!) 
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voice he said, ‘This time the Rayaguru clan will be free. | have 
come to free them. I was the one who had stolen their longevity from 
them. For seven generations they died young. I have been korn to 
die sooner than anyone else. I will suffer all the diseases and old age 
for everyone. They will be free after that. They are not able to 
recognise me. I am their ancestor. I am the first Rayaguru. My name 
is Parsuram Nanda !” ° 

A shiver ran through every one on hearing that name. The 
Rayaguru family still remembered that fiery forefather. He was a 
master tantric. 

Uncle continued, ‘I made obeisance to him in that dream. He 
only looked at me for some time. Then he said, ‘Tell everyone about 
me.’ —Gradually, the figure became dim. He vanished. Then I could 
see lights of many colours. Many kinds of circles, tantric diagrams, 
flowers, smoke coming out from Homa. Many kinds of sounds could 
be heard. I opened my eyes out of fear. I had no idea that I had closed 
my eyes. My heart was beating fast. It was still dark. As the first 
cock started crowing, I left the bed and got up. I had a wash. I started 
reciting Gayatri mantra to become calm again. I believe this to be 
true, son. That Parsuram Rayaguru is releasing you from this destiny 
of death. All of you will be spared when he leaves.’ 

After having been mawled numeorous times the Rayagurus did 
not play Holi with any new hope so easily. All these might be true; 
but the sentence of death at the age of forty was even more true than 
this. The two brothers were therefore not too much worried about it. 
But' their mother could not dismiss it lightly. She asked her brother, 
‘Was this going to be true after all ? Shall we ever be out of this 
curse ? Who knows ? You might believe it, Brother. But I! cannot 
believe it unless I see with my own eyes.’ 

‘Listen, Sulakshani ! Whatever I am telling you is true to the 
word. Yesterday’s dream was no dream. Today I am recalling stories 
about Parsuram Rayaguru—what I had heard during my childhood. 
Once you link that to this, everything falls into place. Do you know 
how Parsuram Rayaguru had come to this land ? He had come as an 
extremely poor, beggar Brahmin. Five sons and a wife tagging 
along—and nothing to eat. He was begging from one village to 
another. The bank of the river was named Parsuramghat at his time 
only. The first day they spent the night below a tree. Parsuram had 
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been working-hard to make ends meet. He built a cottage there for 
his stay. That day it was Tuesday on new moon. Nobody had eaten 
anything since morning. The children had collected some wild 
spinach. They had picked up some dry wood too. They were waiting 
for some rice to be brought for cooking. Parsuram Nanda arrived in 
the evening. From out of his eamings that day he had purchased 
various puja articles. His wife lost her temper and was terribly angry 
when she discovered that he had brought no rice for cooking. She 
went on shouting angrily at him hurling all kinds of abuses, ‘Has 
any Mother given you a plate of rice ? There is not even cloth enough 
to hide our backs. No rice at home to eat with wild. spinach. To hell 
with your shameless mysticism. To hell with your naked Mashani- 
chandi ! You spent your whote life chanting all those mantras. You 
never did any work. Throw those stupid books of yours into the river. 
My children could eat if you rather grew some spinach. Throw away 
all those puja articles. Or else I will set-fire to them.’ Parsuram Nanda 
passed on half of the puja rice for cooking. His eyes were blazing 
with anger. He sat down for puja. He was only roaring. The mantras 
were flying in all directions to fall-on the sands of the river like 
lightning. That whole area was-shaking as if hit by a quake. The 
whole village had heard that roar that day. The five sons and the wife 
had shrunk into themselves and were lying inside the cottage feigning 
sleep. Parsuram was reciting the Devi stotras. Anyone would shiver 
hearing those chants. Sweat would run down your spine. I know 
what that stuff is made up of. He was invoking the goddess time and 
again by the recitation of the stotras. His wife had never heard him 
chanting mantras in that frenzied manner. She looked at the burial 
ground on the river bank from the dark cottage scared to the bones. 
The fire pot was burning fiercely. Again Parsuram threw a fistful of 
something at the fire. Red coloured fire leapt up with even greater 
force than before. He was shouting, ‘Ugrachandike, Tryambake, 
Dhumrakhi, Kalabhujangamalini. Jwalamukhi, Yogini, Yogamaya ! 
Appear before me ! Bhramaramalini, Tripuravijayini, Parameswari, 
be contented ! Banish the sorrows of poverty ! Deliver me from this 
unbearable crossroads of fate !’ 

His wife and children were listening to everything on the sly. The 
constantly leaping flames burnt steadily. Sparks were flying from 
the flames burnt steadily. Sparks were flying from the flames only to 
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merge with the stars. He was invoking the goddess in an even louder 
voice. He had been kneeling. He got up from the place after some 
time. He came near the cottage. His eyes were burning like red hot 
cinders. His body seemed to be the colour of molten gold. His wife 
and children shrank even deeper into themselves. 

He shouted, ‘Come, you poor, unwanted, wretched—al! those who 
are present in the cottage ! Today Mother has taken pity on you. 
Drink ! Drink the rains of kindness being showered by Mother. 
Mother is going to give you wealth, education, fame, power, 
intelligence, everything—in no time at all. 

‘They came out of the cottage and sat down in a row. Parsuram 
gave them the offerings to eat. ‘‘Go, poverty cannot touch this family 
from today onwards.” ’ 

Parsuram returned to the burial ground again. He returned at the 
dawn and had a bath. He was gleaming like fire in the morning Sun. 
The messenger of the king came and summoned him. That day he 
became Parsuram Rayaguru. Wealth, respect, prestige and all the 
ingredients of enjoyments were showered on them without even 
asking for them. 

‘At the end of twenty five years, the eldest son died all of a sudden. 
And then all the five sons died one after the other. The old man 
Rayaguru was grief-stricken. He did many pujas. But he did not have 
the resources to annul what he had received as the boon from the 
goddess on his own bidding. Who could go against what had been 
ordained ? He himself had drunk the longevity of seven generations 
to serve it as an offering before the goddess. Where was the strength 
to counter that ? Parsuram Rayaguru had spent his days in sadness 
inspite of his position, prestige and wealth. His fame had spread far 
and wide. His sons were growing up like princes. The old man did 
not have the nerve to see the death of his grandsons with his own 
eyes. He gave up the ghost knowingly. He called his grandson near 
him and said, ‘The kindness of the goddess is showering on the 
Rayaguru family. But there is no time to enjoy all that. I will do 
penitence for that. This is all my fault. 1 will come myself again to 
revert the longevity. You keep the goddess happy, son. Don't slip up 
on the rituals of puja. 1 will return. Positively 1 will return. Thus 
Parsuram Rayaguru has gone by informing and ordering everyone. 
Why should we disbelieve that he would be born again like this after 
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the seventh generation ? This Mrityunjay is your ancestor. The old 
man himself has come to revert everything. Your crisis is over. You 
may rest assured about it.’ 

At this time Biswanath’s wife came into the courtyard opening 
the door. In the meantime, she had become so thin that the bones 
were sticking out. What grace she had ! And how she had become 
dark ! Her hair was unkempt. The saree was unclean. She was holding 
the hand of Mrityunjay and was conducting him with her. He was 
wearing a dhoti in the manner of the Brahmins. He had put a towel 
around his neck. There was sandalwood paste on his forehead. 
Holding a stick in his hand he looked like a ripe old man of eighty. 

When the mother saw all of them together, she said, ‘He insisted 
obstinately to play as the great-grandfather. He demanded to be 
dressed like this.’ 

As if he was acting it out on stage, Mrityunjay told everyone in a 
grave voice, ‘I am the great-grandfather.’ He put his stick on the 
ground and looked at everyone. As he discovered that everybody 
had been taken aback by his words and were looking in a strange 
way towards him, he hid his face in the loose end of his mother's 
saree. He blushed. 

However, Uncle, Biswanath, Virendra and Sulakshana knelt down 
around him automatically. They were convinced that he was indeed 
Parsuram Rayaguru seeing his bony, bird-like chest, bearded chin 
and snow-white hair on the head. 

Uncle said with his hands folded, ‘Who denies that you are great— 
grandfather ? You are hiding yourself from us. But now we know 
that you have taken this burden on you only for us. You have come 
to relieve this clan from all its misfortunes.’ 

Mrityunjay took out his face from inside the sari and looked at 
these people. He laughed loudly. A coughing fit started and laughter 
and cough mingled to become one. 

Mother caressed his back and said, ‘Okay, son. That will do. Don’t 
play any more. Let us go back. The coloured doll would be hanging 
over the black horse. The horse will run only when you sit on it.’ 

What was she saying ? To whom was she talking ? There was 
no kid around here !! 

‘Listen, daughter,’ said Uncle, ‘The boy you think to be your son 
is in fact the ancestor of the Rayaguru clan. He is Parsuram Rayaguru 
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himself. He has come to remove the curse of death hanging over 
everyone's head. Hence, he was suffering all kinds of diseases and 
old age. He will pass away very soon.’ 

Collecting his son into her lap she broke into a wail and chastised 
the uncle, “Why are you talking such inauspicious things ? No one 
else is bearing the burden of my son. Some vampire has sucked 
away his blood. That is why he has become bony like this. He’d be 
okay with the proper treatment. Why are you all wishing him ill ? If 
the gods want to save him, nothing that you say is going to change 
anything.’ 

She was shouting. She was breaking down with racking sobs, “I 
know all of you. All of you are aloof. No one feels any kind of pain. 
Why my ten-year-old darling son is turning ugly like this ? Your 
happiness is yours. You have never even given any thought why this 
bud is dying even before it has bloomed. I have carried him in my 
womb and given birth to him. My sorrow is mine. | have borne the 
burden of the rocks. How does it matter to you ? Why should you 
bid ill to my son ? Haven't you seen enough untimely death in this 
clan already ? You are now planning to sacrifice a child !’ 

All of them were swept away by this surge of emotions. Everyone 
felt suffocated in the fire, smoke and water that was churning up 
inside the mother’s heart. Sulakshana did not say anything. She stood 
up. As she returned with her face lowered, she said, ‘That's it !! Has 
any dream ever come true ! Why should he be Parsuram Rayaguru ? 
Why should he deliver us from our troubles ? No one has yet heard 
our prayers. ‘Bisu’ has crossed thirty nine since four months. Who is 
that goddess ? Why doesn’t she eat me ? Her belly would be full. It 
would be my end. | wouldn’t suffer such torments any longer.’ 

She continued to wail like that and got up on the verandah. The 
two brothers got up too. Biswanath caressed the head of Mrityunjay 
and took him towards the gate holding his hand. Virendra walked 
behind with his head lowered. Biswanath’s wife stared towards the 
father and son. Uncle too stared at them. Biswanath was saying, 
‘That’s right ! What would the father do living for such a long time ? 
The son should live with the years of his father !” Biswanath seemed 
to donate all his years to his son keeping his hand on that white head. 
The eyes of everyone turned damp. The family members shuddered 
to hear those words. 
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That day Biswanath stayed for a long time with his son. He could 
not believe his eyes when the mother was feeding her son making 
him sit on her lap. He had to convince himself repeatedly that that 
strange old man was actually his son. He was trying to console himself 
that old age was a disease—a very dangerous disease. It won't allow 
him to live very long. 

Tears were rolling down the mother’s eyes. She could not lift her 
face to look at her husband. Biswanath Rayaguru was looking like a 
descendant of the gods. He had crossed thirty nine since four months. 
Why did not she die while her husband and son continued to live ? 
Where is that maker of destiny who decided the fates of human 
beings ? How could he be so cruel ? In one stroke. she would be left 
all alone. The vermilion from her head would be wiped !! How would 
he gain anything by so torturing her ? She was recalling her maiden 
life—the games she used to play as a child. 

Mrityunjay dozed off while eating—the way old men do. 
Biswanath held the hand of his wife and made her sit near him. She 
had forgotten the love of a husband these few years. Racking sobs 
escaped her in her anguish and the pains of happiness and sorrow. 
Biswanath embraced her slowly as if providing her with a warm 
nest. He was her father, mother, friend, everything ! He was her 
support in this life and hereafter ! 

Suddenly she woke up. Her heart was beating fast. Why was 
Biswanath showering so much love on her today so silently ? Was 
he taking leave of her ? Was he preparing himself for that last 
journey ? She lifted her face and looked at him wide-eyed. There 
were tears in Biswanath's eyes. She understood. She clasped him 
tightly and started wailing like a child, ‘No! No! That cannot happen!’ 

Biswanath had been looking skyward amid all the wailings. There 
were marks of dried up tear on his cheeks. The son was sleeping like 
an eighty year old man. He stood up slowly. He pressed the cheek of 
his wife and smiled at her. He said, ‘So | am leaving.’ He went away. 
He looked like a god—!ike a lotus that had just bloomed. 

It was late night by then. The sky and earth were drenched in 
showers of tears. There was no one else at home. Who was that old 
man really who was sleeping on the bed ? His neck had become thin. 
The clavicles were raised. The ribs could be counted. Was he my 
ten-year-old son ? Where was my son—the one who looked so fair 
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and handsome; whose eyes were sparkling like stars; who used to 
roll with laughter and jump around ? Where was he ? My youngest 
son, the pupil of my eye, my most handsome son—where was he ? 

She was moving around the house with a lamp in her hand like a 
mad woman. Repeatedly she was coming back near the bed. ‘No, 
this is not my son ! My son is not there !! My son has died. That 
goddess has devoured him. She only devoured my son ! The old man 
Rayaguru sacrificed him.’ She had no idea when she fell prostrate 
onthe ground. 

The next day the doctor examined Mrityunjay and declared that 
all his organs had ceased to function because of extreme old age. 
His death was very natural. It was the ordinary death of a ripe old 
man. 


Biswanath is now forty five years old. Uncle was saying that no 
one had the might to annul the scourge of death if Parsuram Rayaguru 
himself had not come to their rescue. 

In the autumn every year, at the time of the Devi Puja, the annual 
rites of Mrityunjay are observed. The Rayaguru family had accepted 
him as their ancestor. Biswanath perfomed all the rites as a descendant. 
Everyone in this area talks about it ! Everyone wonders ! 
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Ages have gone by... 

A great sage had once come to this village. 

As he turned his gaze towards the south, the sky was filled with 
clouds in this drought prone area. For three days and three nights 
there was incesant rains. The fields overflowed with water. The 
boundaries of the fields disappeared. It was water everywhere. 
Everyone was satiated—trees, plants, cattle, animals, birds, fields — 
everyone. 

Old seeds sprouted up from the wet ground. Tender faith covered 
the wet human beings and their wet minds. The old folks of the village 
gathered near the panda! at the end of the village in fine rains. The 
diminutive sage was like a fleeting smile. Naked, bony body. Thin 
hands and legs. Shaven head. His age could not be known for certain. 
He smiled looking at everyone’s face. Dukhishyam Baba knew 
everything. He fulfilled everyone's wishes. He gave many sermons. 
He reprimanded the wicked. He took care of the good. He caressed 
the poor, the sick and the unhappy people. He stayed in the village 
for three days. He took only three Tulsi leaves and three palmfuls of 
rain water during those three days. Then he went away. He had 
come to give something ; and he gave. He did not take anything in 
return. 

The young boys of the village did not take Gandharva Gochhait 
seriously when he said this as if he had got it by heart. They winked 
at each other and smiled furtively. The bold among them even tut- 
tutted. They thought that the old man Gochhait was an old bluffer. 
He might have seen something during his childhood. And now he 
was talking of coming of sages. 

Having said that one lie throughout his life, it seemed to be the 
truth to him. These days he could even see a shadow roaming near 
that place. Yet they loved to hear that same thing over and over again 
from his mouth. 

‘Why you stupid fellow ! Go and ask your father if you don’t 
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believe it. Even he might not have seen it. He too is just a kid before 
me.’ 

After that he looked vacantly from inside his half closed eyelids 
and seemed to be talking to himself. ‘I might have been a child at 
that time... but what about the others ? Dukhishyam Baba looked 
like a child too. Naked body. Round, cherubic face. Clean, shaven 
head. Everyone was looking at him. Suddenly, a mango appeared in 
both his hands. As big as a pumpkin it was. Neither | nor anyone 
could say wherefrom he took it out. It was no big deal for him. He 
wanted to shower kindness—and he did exactly that’. 

There he pushed the wet soil aside. He buried that whole mango 
there with its stem up. He did not say anything. He threw the mud off 
his smallish palms. He cleaned his hands and smiled at everyone. 

‘Everyone had been staring. Some were asking questions. 
Dukhishyam Baba pointed once at the ground and once at the sky. 
He smiled again at everyone and walked away. Some people started 
walking after him. But he raised his hand behind him and restrained 
them. He went away towards the temple of Lord Madhava.’ 

A dream that was dying out ! But that huge mango tree at the end 
of the village was no dream ! At some point in time a circle of cement 
had been erected around its trunk. Children played there. Young boys 
played Kabaadi. The old men played chess. Each in his own time. 
All the other trees of the village were shorter than the mango tree. 
All the houses were shorter. Only the old man Gandharva was seven 
years older than it. Not many mangoes grew on that tree. About forty 
mangoes grew at the most in such a huge tree. But each mango was 
like a pumpkin. The stems were as thick as fingers. The body was 
fleshy and smooth. No one touched the mangoes. Everyone gathered 
when they became ripe. The mangoes were plucked, with a bamboo 
stick. None of them ever fell on the ground. The ripe, grey mangoes 
with resina dripping from their stems were kept carefully on a clean, 
white cloth. Everyone guarded everyone else. No one as much as 
touched them. They were the mangoes of the deity’s tree—they could 
not be eaten just like that. One mango was despatched to the presiding 
deity of each of the twenty five nearby villages. Everyone in those 
villages expected to partake of this mango as prasad. The rest of the 
mangoes were offered to Lord Madhava. That day the village came 
alive with kirtan and festivities. The day came around the festival of 
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Savitri Amabasya. 

Forty seeds for the forty mangoes. Everyone had tried his best 
for the last three generations to grow a similar tree. But no one had 
met with any success. The seed did not sprout anywhere. The tree of 
the deity had been growing old. The trunk was getting eaten up by 
soil. The branches were becoming thinner. The fruits were not as big 
as they used to be. But no other tree like that could grow as if some 
spell had been cast. Gandharva Gochhait himself had tried it all his 
life and had lost out. It was commonly believed that he had lost out 
even after pouring water over Lord Shiva five times a day and eating 
a strict vegetarian diet without oil or spices for months on end—no 
one had ever seen a single seed ever germinating. 

The new babus arriving at the village had laughed at this. One of 
them confidently said that he knew how to bring a dead tree alive. 
He made the villagers dig a five feet hole. He mixed all kinds of 
fertilizers in the soil. He took measurements with a tape and buried 
the seed. He poured water in a tin by the hour keeping a tab on his 
watch. A fter a month had gone by in this manner, he dug the soil and 
took out the seed angrily disappointed. The seed had turned black 
and dead. Even the inner portion of the seed had become black and 
was full of fungus. 

So another tree like this was not going to grow any more ! 
Everyone was afraid that the tree was dying. Even mangoes may not 
grow on the tree after a few years. For the last three generations, the 
deity’s mangoes had been considered equivalent to the wealth of the 
village. This’d only remain as a dream hereafter. It will only remain 
as a story to be told by a kid of today to his great grandsons. 

As the elderly of the village were talking in this vein on the 
cemented pandal, they saw Gandharva Gochhait walking by quite 
fast. Many who were much younger than him had become bent from 
the waist and were walking with the help of sticks. Sanei's mother 
was like his daughter. Her nose was touching the ground. But 
Gandharva Gochhait was straight like a lance. Ripe old man of 
uncountable years. Seven years older than the mango tree of the deity. 

He was walking by. One of these persons said, * You know, brother, 
this old man is the only glory of our village. We are rich because of 
him. Never any drought. Never any flood. All the granaries are full. 
He is the person who is standing guard over the four dharmas—he is 
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like this mango tree of the deity. Otherwise, the way these brats of 
today conduct themselves, we are not very far from doomsday.’ 

‘And remember—I am telling you. The day this old man finally 
closes his eyes, that day all the glory of this village will vanish. That 
day this mango tree will also die.” 

Everyone sitting under the mango tree shivered hearing him speak 
thus in a chilling voice. It was as if the tree went through a shiver. As 
if the stones grew goose pimples all over them. 

Why, that was true ! The old man Gandharva was sure to pass 
away. The old man did not have any descendants either. His only 
daughter died without a child sixty miles away. Just as this tree was, 
so was Gandharva. This was growing a few fruits only in deference 
to the orders of the sage. It had no inclination to spread its roots 
here. Both must be having one soul surely ! 

Five to seven elderly persons had been sitting as if mesmerised. 
They had a premonition of danger. At this time Banka, the eldest 
son of Bhagia, arrived to call his father. Gifts had to be sent to his 
daughter’s place on the occasion of Savitri Amavasya. How could 
he send the gifts without showing them to his father first ! All kinds 
of fruits, bangles, sarees, vermillion—everything had been kept 
arranged. The old man just had to see and nod his okay. 

The young people of the village drew a lot of comfort on seeing 
these old men together near the tree. They themselves were already 
fathers of a number of children. Still these old fathers had kept them 
covered from heat and cold with old palm-leaf umbrellas. Many of 
their sons were already studying in colleges. They were all spoilt 
brats. They were wearing coloured, townee shirts bought with the 
money their parents earned from selling rice. The parents scolded 
them seeing their appearance, behaviour and the way of talking. But 
those old folks caressed them kindly. They stroked their unkempt 
hair. They pulled each other's legs. The parents remonstrated with 
them, ‘You know, father, you are giving them too much of a lift. 
They will take charge of the village ultimately some day !’ An old 
man would then retort, ‘Aw, cut it out ! Since when you think you 
have grown up ? Haven't I seen you in your own younger days ? 
Everything will fall into place when the right time comes.’ The 
children were ecstatic within themselves. 

Banka called his father Bhagia in that crowd of old folks. No one 
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answered. Bhagia too seemed lost with his chin resting on his knees. 

One of them said, ‘Banka, can you see this mango tree of the 
deity dying ?’ 

‘It is already ages old. How could you expect it to remain young 
for ever ?° 

‘It is not that—if this tree of five generations dies, do you think 
Goddess Laxmi will continue to remain in your village ?° 

Banka understood. He said, *‘ What else could we do, Uncle ? It is 
the wish of the sage who had gifted this. Haven't we already done 
enough labour ? Otherwise there would have been a forest of these 
trees in all these twenty five villages. But it has no live seed at all ! 
What can we do... this tree cannot have children.’ 

Everyone became quiet. Bhagia left that crowd silently to 
supervise the gifts to be sent to his granddaughter. Banka was only a 
kid. How could he ensure that everything was all right ? He must 
have messed up somewhere. 

It was Bhagia's turn that day to send food to the old man 
Gandharva. The villagers had been taking care of the old man in turn 
for the past twenty years. No hearth was lit in his house. He had no 
one else to look after him. But he was the great great grandfather of 
everyone in the village. If everyone fed him once daily, the turn came 
once in three months. Everybody felt happy cbout sending him food. 
It was like a festive occasion in the house. Rice, dal, curry and fry 
were carried covered with banana leaf like carrying offerings to the 
deities. The old man had given up non-vegetarian food for a long 
time. Earlier he never sat down to eat without salted fish or dried. 

That day a group of young men had changed the straw on the 
roof of his one-roomed hut. They had cleaned up the insides. Everyone 
was a child before Gandharva Gochhait—his own great grandsons 
and great-great grandsons. He himself had been standing higher than 
a palm tree with his branches spread. All these were growing up in 
the shelter of his shadow. 

Anyone entering the village arrived near the old man first. Without 
his consent, the bridge across the river could not be built pesticides 
could not be sprinkled on the rice fields the cowdung gas plant 
could not be set up to light the hearths. 

In front of the eyes of the old man, the fifteen households of the 
village had spread branches to become a hundred and fifty house- 
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holds. He had the same one-roomed hut as before—nothing else. He 
had even registered his land in favour of Lord Madhava twenty years 
back. That was the year his old wife passed away. The old man gave 
away everything after casting her asthi in the Ganges. He’d have 
floated away anywhere he liked if it were not for the affection 
showered on him by the villagefolks. But no one else had considered 
the village as his own with as much affection as he had done. No one 
had believed as much as him that the sage and the mango tree were 
related to each other as inexorably as that. 

The afternoon was quite advanced by the time the food arrived 
for the old man from the house of Bhagia. The other elderly people 
from near the mango tree arrived. Their only wish was to do some- 
thing for that ancient man. But Gandharva Gochhait was more agile 
than everyone else. He finished his food and smiled at the others 
raising his grey eyelashes a little bit. 

‘Hello, boys. What brings you here at this hour ?’ The toothless, 
grey-haired, old men moved around him like children and sat down 
near his bed. Onc of them pressed the stick-like thin legs of the old 
man. 

‘Uncle, this year there are only twenty eight mangoes in the deity’s 
tree. They are also not very large ones. How’d it be if we offer the 
whole lot to Lord Madhava ?° 

‘Wait a moment. Wait a moment. How can you talk like that ? It 
is bearing fruits in deference to dharma only. There are still three 
mangoes left for Lord Madhava after we give away twenty five 
mangoes for the other villages. We deserve this much this year— 
don’t be greedy—greed would beget calamities.’ 

‘But Uncle, the tree will die out ultimately. It is dying a bit every- 
day. You must have noticed how that branch on the western side has 
already dried up.’ 

‘It is an old tree. Gradually its limbs will die out. It will start 
decaying from the top. It will start receding from top down. But it 
will not die out as long as there is life in the roots inside the earth. 
Look at me. My limbs have shrunk. They are decaying. But there is 
life inside even now. Once life departs, this tree will also fall down.’ 

‘Why Uncle, why talk like that ? You are the moving image. 
Indra is ruling in the heavens to uphold dharma only because you 
are moving around in the village. Do you think that this village would 
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Ihave continued to remain prosperous for so many years otherwise ? 
We have already seen so many villages which have simply died out. 
There is obviously something which is sustaining this village.’ 

‘It is he, son. The sage who had come to the village. He is standing 
guard over our village. He is guarding us in the shape of this tree. It 
is saint tree. How could it beget children ? Another tree would be 
born only when it gets the support of another lonely saint. I have 
been thinking since a long time...’ 

The old man's voice became softer. The eyes started to close. 
These people pricked their ears. 

‘I have been thinking... The tree would bear fruits but the fruits 
won't grow up as trees... What kind of aberration is this !... Oh, yes, 
a tree will grow for sure. But a man has to go for that.’ 

After being quiet for a while, the old man started snoring softly. 
These people left the place silently. 

Savitri Amavasya was only a week away. It was an auspicious 
day. Mangoes were to be plucked today. They were to be kept covered 
in straw for seven days. Then they'd become ripe. That kind of mango 
was not seen anywhere else. Each one weighted more than two 
kilograms. They were even bigger earlier. That was the time when 
the tree was young. That was the time when the old man Gandharva 
was young. 

The word spread. As the sun started to fade in the afternoon, the 
villagefolks arrived near the pandal. The old man Gandharva had 
been watching everyone sitting in a corner. He was smiling. One got 
the impression that this pandal was his. These mangoes were his. He 
was the tree itself. This village the men, women, children, old men 
who had gathered there—each one was the sapling of his. They were 
growing and bearing fruit. And then they wilted. 

Three to four young men got up on the tree. Small sickles had 
been tied up in straw ropes at the end of thin bamboos. Wide baskets 
had been hanging from the bamboos to collect the mangoes. The 
mangoes would slip into the baskets once they were cut from their 
stems by the sickle. 

All of them touched the mango tree three times each and touched 
their heads. Embracing the tree as if it was a member of their families, 
they went up. All four of them went up fast from branch to branch. 

The children were creating a racket on the ground. Everyone’s 
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gaze was fixed on the tree, on the mangoes and on the bamboo sticks. 

Gandharva had been gazing upwards with his neck craned. He 
said, ‘Yes. Start with that. That is the biggest. Pluck it first.’ 

Sindura's son Bharat was on that branch. He was quite an athelete 
—a shiver ran down everyone's spine as he stood on the top branch 
without holding on to anything. Someone shouted out like a guardian, 
‘Hey son, don't stand like that without holding on to anything. Hold 
that branch.’ 

Bharat extended the bamboo stick towards the mango as if he 
had not heard anything. He tried to push himself forward as he found 
the stick to be slightly short. He could touch the mango with the 
stick. Again the mango was moving away. A thin branch was 
obstructing in the middle. The mango was in a playful mood. No one 
could breathe easy. Many people on the ground were turning the 
same way as the bamboo stick turned. They were all quiet. The other 
three had been looking from the other branches, bamboo sticks in 
hand. Bharat had extended his stick towards the biggest mango. The 
athletic young man was standing on his toes on that top branch. 
Without being aware of it, many people were guiding him from below. 
To the left, to the right, yes—just a bit more... Bharat could see the 
mango swaying. The branch on which he was standing was swaying 
too. Ah ! the sickle has perhaps got stuck to the stem ! 

Gandharva shouted from below, ‘Hold it, Bharat ! Collect your- 
self !” Everyone saw Bharat swaying from one side to the other and 
then he sat down on the branch. Everyone’s gaze was fixed on the 
mango. The old man Gandharva’s eyes were on Bharat. 

‘Let it go, son. That stick won’t do. Throw that away and pick up 
a longer one.’ 

Sticks were changed on the tree itself. Bharat stood up with the 
new stick and immediately cut the mango from its stem. The mango 
fell into the basket. The stick got lowered and Bharat was pulled 
forward. He caught on to a branch with his left hand and was safe. 

People cheered from the ground. Everyone was happy. The first 
mango of the year had been plucked. Bharat climbed down to a lower 
branch and extended the stick. Banka moved the mango from the 
basket with both his hands and showed it to everyone. Ghost ! Its 
real size could be known only when it was brought down. What a 
huge thing it was ! Banka handed over the mango to Gandharava. 
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Gandharva was standing on the pandal holding on to the mango like 
a newborn baby. Then it was kept aside. Plucking of other mangoes 
continued. Twenty eight mangoes gathered in a heap looked like 
four loads of mangoes. All were equally ripe. The body of the 
mangoes were full of pimples. They looked as if they had been 
covered with ash. Each of them looked like a small, fat monk with 
his body covered with ash. 

It was cloudy on the day of Savitri Amavasya. It might rain 
anytime. There was no breeze at all. ft was not very hot. But it was 
extremely humid. Everyone was sweating. 

The village had only three mangoes as its share this year. But 
what could be done? This could not be increased. Whatever kindness 
the tree showed had to be accepted. Still everyone felt a bit let down— 
it would have been enough for everyone in the village if the fruits of 
the tree of the village would have remained in the village—but that 
too could not be done. No one could disobey the old man Gandharva. 
The elderly people of the village believed that the tree would stop 
bearing any fruit if the old man asked it to do that. The soul of the 
old man had got intertwined with the soul of the tree. Three mangoes 
to be distributed among a hundred and fifty families—that was almost 
nothing. 

Another rumour had spread throughout the village. After sending 
twenty five mangoes to the nearby villages, the old man had carried 
away the biggest mango to his house to ripen it. Only the two other 
mangoes were in the kitchen of Lord Madhava. It was rumoured 
that the old man had stored the mango in his towel with a lot of straw 
around it. He was constantly with it like a mother hen sitting on her 
eggs. He was even sleeping in the nights with the mango in his lap. 

The young boys said that the oid man had turned greedy and 
wanted to eat that mango all by himself. He was going to eat it on his 
own to satisfy his long standing desire. Why should it not be snatched 
from him ? 

No, no... it was not that. The old man must have gone out if that 
were true. He himself had distributed hundreds of mangoes in his 
own hands. He had looked after this tree all his life. He had never 
shown any greed. If he wanted one mango for himsetf now, so be it. 
Let him eat it. This was his last word. Don't tell him anything. Even 
the gods would be angry if it was snatched from him ! 
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The oldest people said, ‘This seems to be something different. 
Don't we know the old man ? He is giving life to that mango. He is 
himself entering into it. Ultimately he will offer it to Lord Madhava. 
He is not that stupid that he cannot understand the simple thing that 
the mango could not be eaten just like that. It is as. good as snake 
poison ! How could he eat that !° 

The sky had been covered with cloud on the day of the Savitiri 
Amavasya. Everyone was suffering because of the humidity. The 
word spread suddenly that the old man Gandharva was missing. No 
one had seen where he had gone. Everyone ran towards his house. 
They entered the house. Everything was as before. The old man had 
not slept on the bed in the night. The towel with straw on it was lying 
in one corner. But the mango was not inside. 

So both the old man and the mango were missing ? The word 
spread. The young people ran everywhere looking for him. Where 
had the imposter gone ? Where was that dwarf, that mango thief of 
uncountable years ? They’d strip him naked if they could find him. 
They will make him sit on that pandal and show him to all the villagers 
even when mango juice and flesh would be sticking to his face, chest 
and the joints of fingers. He'd be shaking his hand as if throwing 
mud off his fingers. But the flesh of that wonderful mango would be 
sticking to the fingers. The villagers moved here and there. They 
repeatedly said the same thinge—how the old man vanished—how 
he went away somewhere carrying that last mango. 

The elderly people were silent. They kept on looking vacantly in 
front of them. They could not understand how all these things came 
to pass. How could the old man vanish just like that ! That day he 
was hallucinating that the seed would surely grow into a tree, but a 
man had to go for that. Now a man had gone. But where was the 
seed ? Where was the tree ? 

The womenfolk missed the old man. Such an auspicious old man 
had left the village. Such an ancient old man ! One woman believed 
that she was looking into another age while looking at him. Let that 
mango go. There’d be mangoes as long as the tree was there. But the 
old man should come back. How nicely he talked ! What a beautiful 
smiie he had ! That timeless old man had treated everyone as his 
own. 

The old man had gone away somewhere from last night. Last 
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night, Yamaraj sitting on his buffalo had dragged away Satyaban 
with a noose around his neck. Savitri brought him back from the 
other side. It was the dark night when dead men were brought back 
to life. Life was created that night. Blessings were given. Ultimate 
victory came from ultimate defeat. Pushing aside death, life emerged 
from inside it. 

The whole village had the feeling that it was missing something. 
That afternoon people had gathered in the premises of Lord 
Madhava... As if they were searching for something. They could not 
find the pole around which normal life had gone on since ages. 


There was delay in the gardener bringing water from the garden 
well. All people were waiting. He came running wide eyed and said 
something to someone. The three or four of them ran towards the 
garden. All others followed suit without understanding anything. 

A new:hole had been dug at one place in the garden. It had been 
filled up. A sharp crowbar was lying near it covered with soil. Nothing 
else was there. 

Everyone recognised the crowbar which belonged to the old man. 
Wisdom dawned immediately on everyone that the sage had: buried 
the mango at that place with its stem up. No answer would come 
forth for any question asked to that ancient man. He must have gone 
away somewhere shaking off his hand after burying the mango. This 
mango will surely grow into a tree. The mango of the sage cannot go 
waste. Four generations had been staring at the responsibility beating 
inside the earth. There was not a sound from anyone. Everyone 
seemed to have bowed low under the load of that ineffable blessing. 
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The background of the goddess installed in Bindhani Street at the 
turn to the river ghat was dazzling like leaps of flames. The ground 
was shaking under the impact of ten drums beating in tandem. Ten 
clarionets were playing the same tune in a high pitch. Bright light 
was reflecting from the wide chest and shining arms of the drummers. 
It was as if thunders were roaring all around. The unkempt heads 
were moving swiftly from one side to the other like streaks of 
lightning. As they turned round and round within a space of two and 
a half steps, a smoke of dust rose from the ground. The clarionet 
players were swaying like cobras with their hoods raised. The rib 
cages of the amazed spectators were quaking at the beats of the drums 
and clarionets. The puja pandal was shaking. 

The old Ashoka and deodar trees were behind the pandal. Behind 
that there was the old mango grove aud the river. On the other side 
of the river was the hill, the sky laden with stars and the quiet silence 
of the midnight. 

The puja pandal was dazzling like fire in the light of the moon. 
Thé crown, necklaces, bangles and bracelets were shining brightly. 
The goddess herself was shining like liquid fire in her red silk saree. 
Her arms, chest and face looked beautiful as polished gold. 

There was indeed no comparison of the puja pandal of the 
Bindhani Street. 

A group of boys had been staring amazed at the drums, the 
drummers and that magnificent image of the goddess behind them. 
Jalandhar Hatiala was the strongest, tallest and the most fearsome 
among them. Already his moustache and beard had grown. He had 
been staring longingly at the image of the goddess. He too was 
quaking by the sounds of the drums and clarionets. But he was not in 
the least interested in them. 

He was staring at the face of the goddess without blinking. Those 
eyes, those brows, that sharp nose, full lips, cheeks and neck ! 

Can human beings be as beautiful as this ? Can anyone have such 
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golden complexion ? Debahuti was fair—but in a different way. How 
much brilliance can human skin have after all ? Rajani was wheatish 
in colour. She had beautiful arms and legs. But not like this. Nothing 
could possibly be more beautiful than this on earth. 

Jalandhar’s eyes came down towards the neck, the chest and the 
arms. He was ecstatic. The golden sari tied around the waist looked 
exquisite. 

Jalandhar had been staring without dropping an eyelid. He did 
not seem to be aware of the surroundings. Who knew what went 
inside his mind ? 

Nidhi Malik was his friend. He was of the same age as Jalandhar. 
He looked like a kid. His sight had been fixed on the crown of the 
goddess. On her necklaces and bangles. The ornaments looked bright 
as gold. His eyes seemed dilated. Oh, only if these were real gold ! 
His eyes fell on Mahishasura while moving them around the 
ornaments of the goddess. He even stared at him. Mahishasura was a 
king. His crown, necklace and bangles were also dazzling. Nidhi 
Malik could not look at them any longer. Let it be imitation. But 
Nidhi Malik very much wanted to keep those two crowns for himself. 

Jalandhar and Nidhi. They were famous boys in this part of the 
city. People talked many things about them. They did not care a hoot 
for anyone. They were not also scared of anyone. They were two 
wild brats. Neither had they any idea about studies nor had they any 
interest in anything else. Their only job was to go around the city in 
circles after gulping down some food at home. Eight to ten timid 
boys always had formed a train behind them. Manikchand, the delicate 
son of rich parents, was one of them. He brought ten or twenty rupees 
at intervals from home. All of them enjoyed theinselves with the 
money. Jalandhar carried away half the money. For his tea, cigarettes 
and zarda paans. No one protested. 

Jalandhar was not just another boy. He was the leader—the captain 
of the group. But he did not permit anyone else to smoke or chew 
paans. 

Surath Behera once had a paan in his mouth. Jalandhar discovered 
that. He slapped him so hard that the paan fell out of his mouth. 
‘You punk, you are chewing paan ? Why are you not in school at this 
time ? Are you going to the school right away or not ?° 

Surath went to the school like an obedient boy. The teacher beat 
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him there for his late attendance. But he never again chewed paan or 
missed school. 

He was mortally afraid of being discovered by Jalandhar again. 

But Jalandhar himself waited for the girl students outside the 
school. He gawked at them like a wild animal, his gaze fixed. His 
senses left him when he set eyes on them. His body became terribly 
hot. Beads of sweat appeared on his tender moustache. He could not 
tell them anything. He only stared at them from head to toe. 

He felt that those girls perhaps swam away in the air. They were 
perhaps as light as flowers, as dainty as birds. They could fly away if 
they wanted. They didn't leave any impression on the ground when 
they walked. 

Jalandhar was blinded by their coloured dresses. He wanted to 
take a few of them into his grasp. To press them down as one presses 
down on a lozenge in the mouth. 

But Jalandhar only kept staring day after day. He could niether 
touch anyone nor talk to anyone. Something boiled within him—he 
grinded roughly on the zarda paan. He broke into a sweat and his 
body went into a quiver. He felt better. 

All his senses had left him on seeing the goddess that day. After 
all, he had never seen such grace and splendour. 

He did not leave the puja pandal any more. Nidhi also got stuck 
with him. Both had been intensely staring at the image lost in their 
own worlds. 

Jalandhar felt that he could not go anywhere else any more from 
that place. He could not also continue to stand there. Perhaps he 
would melt there. Or may be he will get stuck to the image in the 
shape of a couple of eyes. 

He had been transported into another world. Suddenly he had an 
urge to go near the goddess. Let his chest thump and his heart come 
out through the mouth. But he'd definitely go and touch that body. 
Would caress it a bit. 

He was not aware of the terrible racket created by the drums and 
clarionets. Without knowing it, he was drawn towards the goddess. 
He pushed himself till the fencing. Beyond that it was the area where 
puja was being performed. No one except the priest could go there. 
Jalandhar was perhaps saved by the fence. Or else, he might have 
been pulled into the terrible whirlpool. 
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The priest was standing. The bell was in his left hand and the 
incense pot in the right. That place was full of the fragrance of incense. 
Jalandhar saw that the goddess was covered in the smoke of the 
incense. Again her face was visible like the moon coming out from 
behind the clouds. Jalandhar was glaring at the priest whenever smoke 
covered the goddess. Finally, it was over. Then the seven-faced lamp 
was lit. The priest was reciting hymns. He was ringing the bell. The 
way he was moving the lamp around was unique. Light was coming 
out of the body and face of the goddess in the light of the lamp. 
Jalandhar was overwhelmed. 

The drummers and clarionet players made obeisance to the 
goddess bending on their knees. Then they left that place in a row. 
The spectators also moved away. 

Nidhi nudged at the back of Jalandhar with his finger. ‘How much 
devotion are you trying to show, you rascal ? We have to go. There is 
open darshan throughout the day tomorrow. The immersion is in the 
night. The procession will be a grand affair. We will join again at 
that time. I have decided to carry off these two crowns when there’d 
be pull and push near the river bank.’ 

Still Jalandhar was quiet. 

Nidhi was privy to all the secrets. As he pushed his finger on the 
left armpit of Jalandhar, he jumped up. He started blinking his eyes. 
He became aware of the surroundings. 

‘Nidhi, you go wherever you want to go. I am not moving an inch 
from here. I will die if 1 leave this place.’ 

‘Have you gone mad or what? What’d you do here? Your mother’d 
be worrying at home. We will come again tomorrow in the morning. 
Let us go now.’ 

Jalandhar had again been staring at the image. Alt his senses had 
been lost in that magnificent image. 

Nidhi moved his palm in front of his eyes a couple of times in 
typical cinema style. Again he called him,‘Stupid fellow, are you 
lost yet again ? Your acting is as good as any cinema hero. Do you 
know that this is only a clay image ? But at times it looks so real that 
it looks like breathing.’ 

‘That's it. Now you are saying the right thing. She is really 
breathing. At times she is smiling a little bit. The dainty fingers on 
her hand seem to be lifting. Her chest seems to be expanding and 
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contracting. You watch carefully. You can also see that.” 

Nidhi pulled Jalandhar by his arm. Jalandhar was resisting. He 
might have thrown off Nidhi had he wanted it. But there was no life 
in the hands and legs of Jalandhar. He was mumbling like a child 
who had just got up from sleep. Nidhi was pulling him away. 

Their friends had gone behind the drummers and clurtonet players 
away to another pandal. Otherwise, they could never have believed 
their own eyes. 

Jalandhar seemed to have melted. In his tears, emotions and joys. 
He had been drained out. Marrows had deserted his bones. The bones 
had turned into creepers. 

Nidhi was also amazed. Was this the same fearsome Jalandhar 
who threw off everything like a mad bull ? Whom everyone held in 
awe ? 

He thought that something was amiss. He thought that Jalandhar 
had been possessed by the goddess. He had gone in front when the 
goddess had materialised. He had heard that people died vomitting 
blood in such cases. Perhaps Jalandhar had been saved because of 
his mental strength. 

Nidhi reached the doorsteps of Jalandhar's house. Only his 
widowed mother was inside. His elder brother had joined the army. 
He was asking Jalandhar to join him. This brat was not willing to do 
$0... 
Perhaps Nidhi would have left without telling anything to his 
mother. But that could be dangerous. 

‘Auntie, Jalandhar has become a bit tired. Allow him to sleep it 
off for some time. I! will come again in the morning.’ 

Nidhi Malik left quickly after saying this. 

Sometimes Jalandhar returned pretty late in the night and went 
straight to his bed saying that he won't eat anything. Ordinarily, he 
passed out before his mother came and covered him up with a bed- 
sheet. 

But that day he seemed to be very quict. He was not arguing 
about anything. As his mother called him after serving food, he came 
quietly and sat down. There were only vegetarian dishes. On other 
days, he would have raised Cain. 

With his head lowered, he ate everything like a good boy and 
stood up. He did not get angry when his mother caressed him on the 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


The last scene 253 


head. 

His mother was overcome with happiness and cried. Then she 
started wailing loudly all on a sudden, ‘Why have you slowed down 
like this ? Why are you not talking at all ? Why are you smiling like 
an idiot all the time ?° She then bent to smell his breath, * You are 
sure you are not drunk?” 

Jalandhar did not answer. 

He was in a trance. His eyes were full of dreams. After a while he 
said very softly, ‘You make my bed. | am feeling very sleepy.” 

‘Oh, thank the Lord. | again fee! alive hearing you talk. | had 
started thinking things. You change. | am making the bed.’ 

The sky had turned golden in the night. The earth felt very soft, 
pure and warm. The graceful image was breathing throughout the 
night in the vicinity of Jalandhar’s body. 

There were goose pimples all over his body. The body was 
becoming stiff. The hands and legs had turned lifeless. On the whole. 
the dream of the night and the truth of the day had become one for 
him. He could not know whether he was awake or sleeping. But he 
was thinking of that image of the goddess time and again like having 
a start. 

Jalandhar had been lying on a makeshift bed in the courtyard by 
the time Nidhi arrived in the morning. He still looked lost. 

*Will you go to the Bindhani Street pandal or not ? ! had thought 
that you might already have left for that place giving me the miss.’ 

He sat on the side of the bed and punched Jalandhar lightly in the 
stomach in jest. He said, ‘Get up. Let us make a round. Today there 
are good programmes. The immersion bhog would be quite delicious 
today.’ 

Jalandhar lied like that and said, ‘You go. | am not going 
anywhere.’ 

Nidhi could not believe his own ears. 

‘Yesterday I had to pull you from the pandal. What transpired 
during the night to make you talk like a villain ?’ 

‘Get lost. I am telling you,’ Jalandhar stood up like a spring and 
shouted. 

Nidhi came to his senses. 

Oh, God. This was the same old, attacking bull. It was dangerous 
to be anywhere near Jalandhar Hatiala when he got angry. 
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Nidhi said very softly, ‘Why should you get bored sitting idly at 
home. I was calling because of that. 1 will wait if you say that we 
should start after an hour.’ 

‘No, you go. | will go if 1 feel like it. Or else, 1 will not go.’ It was 
a decisive voice. 

Nidhi left quietly. 

Jalandhar took no one alongwith him when he went near the school 
gates to look at the coloured birds in flight. Not even Nidhi. 

That matter was strictly personal. 

That morning he did the household chores for his mother. His 
mother was talking of many things. Jalandhar was only listening. 
She was talking of the old days. About his father. How his father 
was such a capable man. 

‘Your father alone had carried that huge stone lying in front of 
our house. Recently, eight youths were exhausted in carrying it near 
the well.’ 

Why, that is right. Happily, Jalandhar was thinking of his father. 
But that was long time in the past. 

Jalandhar peeled the green peas sitting near his mother. His 
mother’s happiness knew no bounds. At the opportune moment, she 
gathered up courage to say, ‘Jala dear, had you studied properly at 
school, you'd be way ahead in studies by now.’ 

Twill study.’ 

The joy of his mother overflowed. 

It might be a lie. But it sounded as sweet as nectar. 

Again his mother was having her misgivings. How could the 
fearsome Jalandhar become so soft ? What had happened to him ? 

‘Tell me the truth, son ! What has happened to you from yesterday? 
Has someone done some kind of black magic ? Has any holy man 
taken pity on you yesterday in the Dussehra ? Why aren't you shouting 
at me ? Yesterday, you had thrown a chair at me. My toe has split. 
Look, I have tied a cloth around it.’ 

She lifted the chin of Jalandhar and caressed his newly growing 
bread. She said, ‘You were okay the way you were. You are sitting 
like some stranger. You are smiling when 1 talk to you. I am really 
scared. Tell me, son, what has happened.’ 

Even then Jalandhar was quiet. 

Without saying anything, he went to the backyard. 
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There he moved around the well and the trees. He caressed the 
branches and leaves of trees. 

Those things looked very beautiful! to him. 

For a long time he went on caressing a low branch of a guava 
tree. 

The whole of the guava tree seemed to have turned golden in 
front of his very eyes. He blinked and looked around him. He smiled 
a bit and walked away. 

He had the feeling that he was lying on his back on rose petals. 
Very light they were. Like he was some kind of doll lying quietly. 

His mother made him sit near her that day and fed him happily. 
She caressed his back. She thought of something else and started 
sobbing again. 

From the day he had learnt to walk, Jalandhar had never stayed 
home in the afternoons. That was the time when he went mad. He 
chewed the very strong zarda paan at that time. He smoked 
continuously. And stood near the school gates during the recesses. 

That day Jalandhar did not feel like leaving the house. He did not 
want to think about Debahuti, Ranjana, Sonali, etc. 

Those girls also might have been disappointed that he was not 
present near the school gates to stare at them. 

Jalandhar was amused by the thought. In a very relaxed manner, 
he had been lying on the bed and looking at the roof. He was also 
amazed at himself. He had no idea that this could be happening to 
him. 

Only that image of the goddess was visible to him wherever he 
looked. That dazzling golden complexion—that never-seen-before 
face, eyes, lips and brows—he was suddenly feeling exhausted when 
those floated before his eyes. 

But he could not know why it was happening. He had no idea 
why his face and body were hotting up like that as if he was scared 
of something. His insides were churning up without him knowing 
why. 

The strange part of it was that Jalandhar could not muster enough 
courage to go near the pandal again. Why was he so scared ? Who 
was he afraid of ? He was scared that he could not hold himself in 
check if he reached that place again. He'd perhaps get stuck to that 
magnificent beauty. May be he'd be merged with that for all time to 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


256 Father Samuel and other stories 


come. 

Nidhi arrived as it was getting dusk. 

“Jala, have you already returned from the pandal ? | had prasad 
in five pandals today. Everywhere it is beautiful. But the Bindhani 
Street folks have really excelled. How did you like that ?” 

Jalandhar sat quietly without saying anything. 

Nidhi was afraid. ‘Have you been sitting at home since morning? 
You haven't gone anywhere ?° 

‘No. 

‘You missed good chances. But are we going to the immersion or 
not ? Today I found it too difficult to bear. You'd have cried had you 
been present there. The way that Brahmin did the immersion.’ 

Jalandhar asked in apprehension, * What, the immersion is over ?’ 

‘No, no. He chanted mantras and immersed the goddess. He had 
filled water in a wide-faced pot. He had held a small mirror and was 
sitting with his back towards the image of the goddess. Chanting the 
mantras, he went on dipping that mirror reflecting the image in that 
pot. One would have thought that he was wailing rather than chanting 
mantras. All those present there were standing with their heads 
lowered. Everyone's eyes had turned damp.’ 

‘What happened next ?’ Jalandhar asked anxiously. 

Then that mirror was totally submerged in that pot. After a while, 
the Brahmin stood up with that pot in his hand. No longer did he turn 
around to look at the image of the goddess. He walked away fast 
from that place. 

‘Everyone said that he went away with the life of the goddess in 
the same way that he had instilled it in her. Now only the clay image 
was left on the pandal. The goddess had left the image.’ 

‘What happened next ?° 

‘What else was there after that ? You were telling me that that 
image was smiling, breathing and lifting her fingers only if one had 
the eyes to see that. I also had seen the same thing yesterday. But the 
image seems lifeless today after the Brahmin walked away from 
that place. It no longer looks dazzling or alive. As if only the corpse 
is left behind.’ 

‘Shut up, you rascal.’ 

Jalandhar roared as if he had been hit by a bolt of thunder. He 
rushed away like a streak of lightning. He ran outside without waiting 
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for anyone. From there he ran towards the Bindhani Street pandal. 

Nidhi had also been running behind hiim to see what was going to 
happen. Jalandhar was panting as he was running. There was hardly 
anyone near the pandal. Only three or four people were making some 
arrangements. A lamp was burning. 

Jalandhar continued to stand near the fencing. He kept staring at 
the goddcss without blinking. All on a sudden, he leapt up to the 
goddess and clasped her tightly. He got stuck to the image. He had 
crossed the roar of that huge lion and the cries of Mahishasura. He 
had put his hands around the neck of the image of the goddess and 
locked his legs behind her. 

Nidhi was scared out of his wits. He started to wail. 

The people surrounded Jalandhar from all sides. 

Other peole came running hearing the shouts. 

‘Get down, Jala, the people of this area will cut you to pieces.’ 

* What are you staring at ? Pull him down. Be careful, the image 
must not get damaged.’ 

*Pull down that perverse he-goat. We will sacrifice him here.’ 

All hell broke loose. Everyone yelled for his blood. 

Four youths tried to release his hands and legs. The image shook. 

Jalandhar had been drenched in sweat. He was shaking like a 
leaf from head to toe. 

As much as they pulled, Jalandhar’s grips did not open. His hands 
and legs had turned stiff like steel. 

They injured him while pulling him. As they pushed an iron rod 
to make him release the grip, someone shouted, ° Watch out, the image 
of the goddess would get damaged.’ 

Nidhi was trembling on the other side of the fencc. His throat 
had become dry. His tongue was getting sucked into the mouth out 
of fear. What was going to happen ! They’d perhaps kill Jala. They 
were really going to offer him as a sacritice to the goddess. 

No one had any idea how long that unsteady, uncontrollable 
moment ruled them. The sword and trishul of amazement and anger 
were shining in the air like lightning. 

The great war was on for everyone, inspite of everyone. 

Nidhi saw that Jalandhar was shaking intermittently. Slowly he 
stopped quaking and then remained absolutely still. 

Suddenly Jalandhar fell in a heap over Mahishasura and the lion. 
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He did not move after the fall. Had he died ? 

They picked him up like an animal which had been sacrificed. 
They made him lic down on the other side of the fence. Nidhi had 
been staring at his face, scared to the bones. His eyes were half closed. 
His facc was white. But somehow he gave the appearance of being 
serenc. contented and happy. 

He had been staring at his chest. The shirt buttons had opened. 
The body had been drenched in sweat. Still Nidhi could know that 
he was breathing. 

An elderly person put his palim on his nose and said.‘ He is alive.” 

*Who is he ?° 

‘He is a ruffian from another street. He keeps roaming here all 
the time.” 

“What is his name ? Where is his house ? Who is his father ?° 

No answer was forthcoming. It was natural. 

That elderly person was throwing some water on Jalandhar's face 
amid that silence. 

Gathering up his courage, Nidhi said, ‘His name is Jalandhar 
Hatiala. | have seen his house.” 

‘Okay. okay. Put him on a rickshaw and take him home.’ 

Nidhi had taken hold of Jalandhar, his fear showing on his face. 
Jalandhar’s breathing was providing him with courage. 

That elderly person came after the rickhaw and explained to Nidhi, 
“There is nothing to fear. He’d be all right with the blessings of the 
yoddess. Luckily, the immersion puja was over. There was no life in 
the image. Otherwise, this fellow would have gone up in flames there 
itself.” 

Nidhi shivered. He clung on to the cold body of Jalandhar 
drenched in sweat. 

That evening the immersion procession started with a lot of pomp. 
The sounds of drums and clarionets were deafening. Bisu Uncle. 
Jal indhar’s neighbour, checked his pulse and reassured that he was 
out of danger. 

‘Don't be scared. He is sleeping now. Don’t wake him up. He 
will be all right.” 

Nidhi was in two minds. If he left Jala, his mother’d be scared. 
On the other hand. the Bindhani Street image will go away and he'd 
miss the opportunity to see the procession. 
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Besides there was a lurking fear. He would not dare to remove 
the crowns at the immersion ghat. And the crown of Mahishasura 
had also gone out of shape because of the fall of Jalandhar. 

The procession moved away. The sounds of drums and clarionets 
became faint. 

The silence of the night descended from the winter sky. The stars 
got strewn. The hill on the other side of the river no longer raised 
echoes. The immersion of the goddess was over in the early hours 
of the night. 

Jalandhar finally managed to get up as if he was sick for a month. 
He was feeling very light-headed. He felt he might fly away with the 
breeze. Bisu Uncle came and examined him. 

‘No more fear. This time Jalandhar has made it.’ 

He left after caressing Jalandhar's head for sometime. Slowly 
Jalandhar recovered and felt stronger. 

For two days he had not stepped out of the house. 

Nidhi had also not come to him for two days. He arrived the next 
morning. Jalanhar smiled at him. 

‘Why you dunce, so you have bounced back. Let us go take a 
round.’ 

Jala’s mother heard that and shouted, ‘No son, don’t take him out 
in this heat. He is still raw all over.’ 

‘No Auntie, he'd feel much better when he takes a stroll outside.” 

Jalandhar got up and started dressing. Actually he felt much 
better when he came out on the road. 

Nidhi thought of something. He guided Jalandhar towards 
Bindhani Street. The bamboo frame was still there near the pandal. 
A bunch of crows were sitting on it. He did not permit Jalandhar to 
stand there. Talking about various things, he slowly guided him 
towards the river. The two of them had spent numerous afternoons 
there. They had swum together on many occasions. 

The soil had been washed away near that old mango tree. The 
ghat was not visible from there. From that slope, the ghat was only 
ten paces away. 

Both stood still as they started to descend. 

That was perhaps the remnant of the image of the goddess. the 
head had fallen off. Something had stuck out like a stick. The whole 
body was full of mud. The paims had been swept away. The straw 
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and thread were visible from what were earlier the arms of the 
goddess. 

The man who sat there with his back towards these people was 
known to them. They never went near him out of fear. He was a 
tantric of the cremation ground living amid Palas and Shemli trees. 

He had a fire going. He was throwing flowers on to the flames. 
Smoke was coming up. Some materials had been arranged on his 
two sides in earthen pots. 

He was chanting some incantations. His voice seemed weird. Time 
and again he was making obeisance by touching his unkempt head 
to the ground. 

Nidhi came to his senses when he found Jalandhar trembling with 
his palms folded. Tears were running down his eyes. He knelt down 
and put his head down on the ground. He stretched his hands forward. 

Nidhi had remained scared. He was making obeisance to the 
remanants of the goddess. 

He could feel that it was a crucial time for Jalandhar... it was not 
safe to disturb him. Either he will come out whole again or he'd pass 
out. 

The tantric was paying his homage time and again. He was 
begging forgiveness for his sins. For him. For this world. 

The sun was coming up from behind the ancient mango grove. 
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